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Abstract
This instrumental, multisite case study examines the role of secondary teachers in preparing high
school students for the non-cognitive skills needed to persist in and graduate from college, using
Bourdieu’s (1984) and Lin’s (1999) social capital theory as a guiding framework. Non-cognitive
skills are defined as the “behaviors, thoughts, and feelings” of students (Borghans, 2008). Data
collection for this study is based on semi-structured interviews via telecommunications with
secondary educators and postsecondary student success practitioners and electronic archived
documentation of non-cognitive skills found to be important for college success by the
interviewees. In this study, college success is defined as graduating from college (2-year or 4year degree attainment) within six years of completing high school (National Clearinghouse,
2019). The bounds of the case study include one public school district and one public state
university in a large, metropolitan area of the southeastern United States. The guiding research
questions are as follows:
1. What non-cognitive skills do secondary teachers and postsecondary student
success practitioners believe low-income, underrepresented minority students
need for success in college?
2. In what ways do secondary teachers prepare students for the non-cognitive skills
needed in college?
Keywords: college readiness, college success, instrumental case study, low-income
students, non-cognitive skills, postsecondary student success practitioners, secondary teachers,
social capital theory, underrepresented minority students
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Teaching Non-cognitive Skills for College: A Qualitative Case Study of a Low-Income, HighMinority, Urban School District in Southeastern United States
Chapter One: Introduction
From a historical perspective on the United States, college readiness in the colonial and
early statehood days consisted of one being a member of the church, white, wealthy, and male.
The earliest colleges in the United States were private and mostly religiously affiliated.
Consequently, one had to have the time and resources to attend college. During the Civil War,
Abraham Lincoln introduced the Freedmen's Bureau, which was a program to help freed black
men and poor white men obtain land, loans, and education (Rudolph, 1990). Due to this federal
department dedicated to helping low-income, racially and ethnically diverse male citizens access
higher education, there was a real potential for college readiness criteria to shift dramatically.
Unfortunately, the Freedmen's Bureau lacked proper funding so the majority of men could not
afford college. In the 20th century, however, the floodgates opened for colleges when the United
States government passed the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (also known as the GI
Bill). This bill provided veterans with scholarships to college. The veterans included men,
women, and citizens of various socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic backgrounds (Bok, 2013).
Around the time of the GI Bill, the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) was founded in 1926 and the
American College Test (ACT) was founded in 1959. As a diverse population entered college for
the first time, school administrators and federal and state policymakers looked for a new
definition of college readiness (Rudolph, 1990). In 2002, President George W. Bush enacted No
Child Left Behind and over the following decade, 45 of the 50 states adopted the Common Core
standards, which based college readiness on the ACT benchmarks (Conley, 2014).
Problem Statement
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In recent literature on college readiness, the majority of scholars accept the following
definition, “college readiness is the ability to enroll and succeed in credit-bearing general
education courses at the postsecondary level without remediation” (Conley, 2008, p.4). In the
state of the district being studied (District Alpha), the Department of Education considers a
student college ready when he or she scores at or above 19 in Mathematics, 18 in English, and 20
in Reading on the ACT exam, earns a three or higher on two Advanced Placement exams, earns
a five or higher on two International Baccalaureate courses, earns a C or better on six hours of
dual credit, or scores at or above benchmark on the Cambridge Advanced International exam,
according to 703 KAR 5:270 (Council on Postsecondary Education, 2019). Every year, the
Department of Education gives each public high school in the state being studied a target for the
number of students that should be meeting the college readiness benchmark. The Department of
Education intends for these accountability measures to raise college readiness rates across the
state and in turn, increase the number of District Alpha students enrolling in and graduating from
college.
However, if one looks at the data from the National Student Clearinghouse, one finds that
students in the urban District Alpha are enrolling in college at a rate of 54% in the fall after
graduating high school, persisting to their second year of college at 77%, and graduating from
college (earning a 2-year or 4-year degree) within six years of graduating high school at 30%
(National Student Clearinghouse, 2019). According to the National Clearinghouse report on the
entire United States, District Alpha is considered a low-income district (minimum of 50% of
students eligible for free or reduced meals) with 62% of District Alpha eligible for free or
reduced meals. National Clearinghouse also designates District Alpha as a high minority district
(minimum of 40% of students are Black or Hispanic) with 48% of District Alpha high school
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students identifying as Black or Hispanic. District Alpha falls below national rates of lowincome public-school students attending college at 55%, high minority public school students
attending college at 58%, and urban public-school students attending college at 62%. In
persistence from first year to second year of college, District Alpha falls below national lowincome schools by two percent, below national high minority schools by five percent, and below
national urban schools by seven percent. Finally, in college completion rates (2-year or 4-year
degree attainment) six years after high school graduation, District Alpha is three percent higher
than the national average for low-income schools, the same percent as the national average for
high minority schools at 30% , and six percent below the national average for urban schools
(National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2019) .
Table 1
2019 National Clearinghouse Data Comparing District Alpha to the Nation
National LowIncome Schools

National High
Minority
Schools

National Urban
Schools

District Alpha

% Attending
College After
High School

55%

58%

62%

54%

% Persisting to
Second Year of
College

79%

82%

84%

77%

% Graduating
within Six Years
of High School
Completion

27%

30%

36%

30%

These data leave questions about access and equity in District Alpha and similar lowincome, high minority urban school districts around the United States. Further exploration is
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needed to gain insight into why District Alpha students are not attending, persisting, and
graduating from college in higher numbers. This study offers research on a high minority, lowincome school district that nationally falls below the average in college attendance and
persistence. It also sheds light on the overall issue of high minority, low-income school districts
facing a major gap in college attendance, persistence, and graduation compared with low
minority, high income school districts. Third, the data from National Clearinghouse provides the
purpose for this study to find out why the current state college readiness benchmarks are
unsuccessful in helping District Alpha students obtain a college degree (2-year or 4-year).
Theoretical Framework
This study uses social capital theory to guide the research, emphasizing the role of
secondary teachers in supporting student development in non-cognitive skills necessary for
college. According to Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), “Social capital is the sum of the
resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a
durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and
recognition” (p. 119). Bourdieu explained how social capital is a form of social mobility and
elitism in economics. In this study, the social capital lens is on the role of relationship networks
for high school students with their high school teachers in the process of preparing one for
success in college. This study uses social capital theory to guide the research, emphasizing the
role of secondary teachers in training students in the non-cognitive skills necessary for college.
Lin (1999) explains that social capital is “investment in social relations with expected
returns” (p. 30). To explain how social capital works, Lin (1999) states that social networks can
lead to “1) flow of information, 2) influence, 3), social credentials, and 4) reinforcements” (p.
31). In this study, secondary teachers are seen as a social network that can provide the “flow of
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information” for the non-cognitive skills that best support a student from a low-income,
underrepresented minority background in college. In addition, secondary teachers are seen as
social capital in “reinforcing” a student’s identity in the college setting. Secondary teachers can
be used tangentially for “influence” in terms of writing recommendation letters and with “social
credentials” by connecting students with college professionals that he/she/they know, but for this
study, the social capital is largely focused on secondary teachers as a source of the “flow of
information” and “reinforcements” of students’ identities.
Purpose of this Study
The main two purposes of this study are to identify the list of non-cognitive skills that are
needed for students in District Alpha to attend, persist, and graduate from college and explore the
ways in which high school teachers can best support students in developing these non-cognitive
skills. This study uses National Clearinghouse’s definition of college success as a student
graduating from college (either 2-year or 4-year institutions) within six years of completing high
school.
Recently, more studies have introduced a need for non-cognitive skills to be added to the
definition of college readiness. Non-cognitive skills refer to the “behaviors, thoughts, and
feelings” of students (Borghans, 2008). Instead of strictly relying on a cognitive high stakes test,
which emphasizes one’s ability to process information, to determine a student’s college
readiness, many scholars are finding equal importance in assessing a student’s behaviors and
dispositions for college readiness, especially among low-income, underrepresented minority
student populations (Boden, 2011; Lombardi et al., 2011; Martin, 2013; Verrell and McCabe,
2015). In 2017, ACT launched a new assessment to measure social and emotional learning skills.
The ACT Tessera measures grit, resilience, responsibility, ingenuity, cooperation, and
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communication (ACT, 2017). This assessment has not been adopted on a large scale but
demonstrates the ACT developers’ willingness to assess in a more holistic manner for college
and career readiness.
In fall 2018, District Alpha started a district-wide initiative, called the “Backpack of
Skills,” in which every student creates a virtual portfolio of evidence that demonstrates success
in non-cognitive skills. The five skills named in the initiative are “productive collaborator,
effective communicator, emerging innovator, prepared and resilient learner, and globally and
culturally competent citizens.” During senior year, the students are required to defend their
virtual portfolios in order to demonstrate their college or career readiness in the five areas. The
seniors give an oral presentation in front of a school administrator, teacher, and district
administrator in the defense. They show artifacts of their work in the five skills and explain how
they have demonstrated growth over their high school experience. Every school in the district
has adopted this initiative. This recent program in the district places non-cognitive skills on the
radar for students and teachers alike.
District Alpha’s student demographics, graduate outcomes, and Backpack of Skills
program form the basis for the bounds in this case study. District Alpha’s specific characteristics
make it an important educational institution for understanding what non-cognitive skills students
from a low-income and high minority district need to succeed in college. The Backpack of Skills
program adds to the study by helping teacher participants identify non-cognitive skills and offer
their perspective of the effectiveness of the particular skills in college degree attainment. In
addition to District Alpha, the bounds of the study include River State University, which is
located in the same metropolitan area as District Alpha. One of River State University’s mottos
is a “School for the City,” at which over 40% of the student population is made up of local
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county students. River State University recruits a large percentage of District Alpha students and
every student success practitioner in the study has worked closely with District Alpha students
who have attended the university. Therefore, River State University offers insights into the
missing and/or necessary non-cognitive skills that District Alpha students from low-income,
underrepresented minority backgrounds need to be successful in college.
The present research study adds to the growing body of literature on the importance of
non-cognitive skills being taught in high school to better prepare students for persisting and
graduating from college. The purpose of this study is to learn about the non-cognitive skills
needed to transition into college because the cognitive benchmarks alone do not seem to
encapsulate the full college transition measurement based on the National Clearinghouse data on
District Alpha. In addition, this study seeks to find out how secondary teachers can be a source
of social capital in instructing the non-cognitive skills so that all students are offered equitable
access to the identified non-cognitive skills necessary to attend, persist, and graduate from
college.
Research Questions
The guiding research questions are as follows:
1. What non-cognitive skills do secondary teachers and postsecondary student success
practitioners believe low-income, underrepresented minority students need for success in
college?
2. In what ways do secondary teachers prepare students for the non-cognitive skills needed
in college?
Summary of Methodology
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The design of this study is case study. The purpose of a case study is to “develop an indepth understanding of a single case” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 96). The single case in this
study is District Alpha, which National Clearinghouse defines as low-income and high minority.
A bounded system means “bounded by time and space” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 96). The
study is bounded by one metropolitan area in the southeastern United States. This particular
urban setting is the location of a public K-12 school district and a public state university. The
data collection consisted of semi-structured online interviews with five core content secondary
teachers in District Alpha and eight semi-structured online interviews with postsecondary student
success practitioners at River State University in the same urban center. In addition, the
interviewees were asked to provide electronic document artifacts of the non-cognitive skill
instruction and/or assessment performed at the respective institutions. Open coding of transcripts
and document analysis during the data collection process and after data collection was complete
allowed for emergent themes to present themselves. After four rounds of open coding, the
emergent codes were collapsed into themes. After member-checking the categorized codes and
collapsed themes, four themes were found to address research question one and four themes were
found to address research question two. The themes are supported by rich, detailed quotes from
the participants and the documents they provided in chapter four of this study.
Significance of this Study
The significance of this study is to provide District Alpha secondary teachers, counselors,
administrators, and other key stakeholders with the identified non-cognitive skills that District
Alpha students, specifically with low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds, need to
be taught in order to succeed in college. Secondary teachers in District Alpha could be a positive
form of social capital that are accessible to all students no matter their personal or family
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background. This study allows District Alpha administrators to understand the necessary noncognitive skills for students from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds to
succeed in college, and in turn to provide secondary teachers with the necessary professional
development training to teach students these skills. To make the social capital equitable for all
District Alpha students, teachers need adequate instruction and understanding of non-cognitive
skills and how they help students thrive beyond the high school setting. This study will be
transferable for high minority, low-income school districts nationwide who are looking to raise
rates for students to successfully graduate from college (either from 2-year or 4-year institutions)
within six years of graduating from high school.
Assumptions
One assumption in this study is that secondary teachers play an influential role in the
social network of students. A second assumption is that the perspectives of public school
teachers at one high school in District Alpha will transfer to the perspectives of public school
teachers at all high schools in District Alpha. A third assumption is that the perspective of the
postsecondary student success practitioners will transfer to the perspectives of practitioners at
other universities and colleges. Finally, this study acknowledges that a combination of cognitive
and non-cognitive skills are necessary for student success in college and does not rule out the
need for benchmarks in mathematics, English, and reading that help to identify if a student will
be able to successfully pass an introductory college level course. This study is aimed at
examining the holistic college experience and seeing how non-cognitive skill development can
help students persist in college on academic, social, and emotional levels.
Definition of Key Terms

TEACHING NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS FOR COLLEGE

15

The following definitions will be used throughout this study. These definitions were used
in the interviews with participants to have consistency in terminology.
Non-cognitive skills are “behaviors, thoughts, and feelings” of students (Borghans et al.,
2008). Non-cognitive skills are oftentimes used interchangeably with soft skills, socioemotional
skills, emotional intelligence, personal qualities, and 21st century skills. This study will largely
refer to the skills as non-cognitive, but some of the literature review will use the aforementioned
terms.
Transition readiness and College readiness (used interchangeably in District Alpha)
is defined in District Alpha as students being able to enter and succeed in entry level
postsecondary courses without remediation (KDE Transition Readiness, 2020). These students
must earn a high school diploma and meet one academic readiness standard, such as ACT
benchmarks, Advanced Placement benchmarks, International Baccalaureate benchmarks, or the
Cambridge Advanced International benchmarks.
Cognitive skills refers to the ability to acquire, process, and utilize knowledge (ACT,
2014).
Social capital is “investment in social relations with expected returns” (Lin, 1999, p. 30).
Secondary teachers refer to high school teachers and will be used interchangeably
throughout the study.
Postsecondary student success practitioners refer to the college professionals who help
students persist and graduate from college. These individuals include student affairs
professionals, academic affairs professionals, and college faculty.
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High minority district refers to a K-12 school district with a minimum of 40% Black or
Hispanic students (National Clearinghouse, 2019). In this study, “underrepresented minority”
students will designate students who identify as Black or Hispanic.
Low-income district refers to a K-12 school district with a minimum of 50% of the
students being eligible for free or reduced lunch. Students are eligible for free or reduced lunch if
their household income is between 130% and 185% of the poverty threshold (National
Clearinghouse, 2019).
Chapter Two: Literature Review
The focus of this study is on students from a low-income, high minority school district,
specifically students who identify as both low-income and an underrepresented minority.
Therefore, the first theme in the literature review addresses the intersection of these
characteristics and how cognitive assessment testing has limited the college readiness picture for
low-income, underrepresented minority students. The studies in this section address the
difficulties in graduating from college for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds who
identify as Black or Hispanic. Many students in District Alpha identify as both low-income and
an underrepresented minority and face the intersection of oppression in access to college based
strictly on standardized testing.
Non-cognitive skills have been the topic of many studies in college and careers in recent
years (Lombardi, Seburn, & Conley, 2011; Martin, 2013; Martinez, Baker, & Young, 2016). As
the field grows, better definitions and measurable tools are being developed to assess the noncognitive skills of individuals inside and outside of education. Non-cognitive skills are being
identified as a necessary component of college readiness by educators and students. Some of the
skills identified have been time management, self-efficacy, and motivation. However, there is no
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set list of non-cognitive skills for graduating from college. The present study seeks to build on
these studies by focusing on an instrumental case study of an urban, low-income, and high
minority school district to see what specific non-cognitive skills these students need to succeed
in graduating from college (at a 2-year or 4-year institution) within six years of high school
graduation.
The third theme of the literature review situates District Alpha’s Backpack of Skills
program into the greater picture of innovative high school approaches to college readiness. The
Backpack of Skills program started in 2018 and has not yet had the longitudinal time frame to
assess if it will improve college graduation success with District Alpha students. The studies in
this section offer other high school approaches to instructing non-cognitive skills and/or training
teachers to improve college readiness instruction.
The fourth theme of the literature review examines recent assessments of non-cognitive
skills in first year college students. This section bridges the gap between high school and college
educators in understanding the non-cognitive skills missing and/or necessary for success in
college. The present study includes high school teachers and postsecondary student success
practitioners to obtain perspectives that address the educational transition from high school to
college on the non-cognitive skills that will help students succeed in college, especially from
low-income, high minority school districts. By examining the assessment of non-cognitive skills
found in first year students, it can situate this present study to see if the findings are similar to
other studies.
The fifth theme of student assessment of college readiness offers insights into the voices
of students on whether they feel prepared or not for the expectations and demands of college life
(Reid & Moore, 2008; Boden, 2011; Verrell & McCabe, 2015). This section adds to the purpose
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and need of this present study. The literature below shows that many students, especially from
low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds do not feel prepared for college after high
school. The present study also focuses on a district with low-income, underrepresented minority
students and builds on this work to see what non-cognitive skills secondary teachers can be
teaching these students to prepare them for higher education.
Secondary teacher professional training provides background on the role teachers play in
the college transition and whether or not they are prepared for that role (Savitz-Romer, 2012;
Lapan et al., 2017). In the present study, one of the research questions explores the ways
secondary teachers can help teach the non-cognitive skills for college readiness. In the sixth
theme, this literature review offers insight into the current state of professional development for
high school teachers in college readiness preparation on a national level.
Finally, a literature review of the studies on social capital pertaining to students and
college transition readiness is important to evaluate the extent to which secondary teachers can
assist students in their quest for higher education (Ahn, 2010; Alvarado, S., & An, B., 2015;
Baber, 2014; Sommerfeld & Bowen, 2013; Clemens, 2016). The theoretical framework for this
study is social capital theory. According to Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), “Social capital is the
sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of
possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual
acquaintance and recognition” (p. 119). Bourdieu explained how social capital is a form of social
mobility and elitism in economics. In this study, the social capital lens focuses on the role of
relationship networks for high school students with their high school teachers in the process of
preparing one for college. This literature review situates the present study in the context of other
social capital studies on high school teachers. These seven themes converge in assessing the non-
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cognitive skills needed for college and how secondary teachers can help students develop those
skills.
Bellarmine University’s online Library and What Works Clearinghouse were used as the
databases for research in this literature review. The keywords searched included non-cognitive
skills, low-income and underrepresented minority students, college readiness, perceptions of
college readiness, high school teacher professional development in college readiness, and social
capital in education. The studies selected for review came mainly from the last ten years unless a
particular study was important to the topic at hand.
Intersection of low-income, underrepresented minority students in college
Engle and Tinto (2008) found that in the twenty-first century, there has been a push
within higher education to make college more accessible to all students. However, Engle and
Tinto found that low-income and first-generation students have high dropout rates from college
compared to national averages. They explained, “low-income, first generation students were
nearly four times more likely to leave higher education after the first year than students who had
neither of these risk factors. Six years later, nearly half (43 percent) of low-income, first
generation students had left college without earning their degrees” (p. 2). Engle and Tinto
recommended “1) improving academic preparation for college; 2) providing additional financial
aid for college; 3) increasing transfer rates to four-year colleges; 4) easing the transition to
college; and 5) encouraging engagement on the college campus” (p. 3-4). The present study
highlights the first recommendation in academic preparation at the secondary level through noncognitive skill training with low-income, underrepresented minority students.
Research has shown the cognitive ACT benchmarks for college readiness are a
problematic measure of student readiness to transition to college, especially based on
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socioeconomic and racial differences. Almeida (2015) found low-income Latino students view
college readiness assessments as holding great significance. Almeida found that when lowincome Latino students performed poorly on the assessments, they indicated growing less
confident in their college abilities. Moore et al. (2010) found that Hispanic and African
American populations were disproportionately under prepared for college compared to White
students in both reading and math benchmarks. Welton and Williams (2015) found that the
negative accountability label on the high schools made students lose confidence in their collegegoing aspirations and made teachers only focus on test interventions instead of offering college
guidance. Welton and Williams also found a gap in the research on the interplay between
accountability and college readiness at high poverty, high minority schools, which was surprising
to them because those particular schools receive the most pressure from the government to
improve test scores; thereby, shifting the entire focus of the school from college readiness and
mentorship to raising pass rates.
Using the Texas Education Agency Academic Excellence Indicator System, Barnes and
Slate (2014) studied the rates of college readiness among White, Black, and Hispanic students in
public high schools in Texas and found that White students scored the highest, Hispanic students
scored the second highest, and Black students scored the lowest. The results add to the argument
that standardized exams do not prove equitable among ethnic groups. Barnes and Slate (2014)
concluded that underrepresented minority students needed “intense interventions and mentoring”
and educators of these students needed better classroom practices to “develop a college-going
attitude” (p. 76). Harwell, Moreno, and Post (2016) also found a consistent gap between White
and African American students on mathematics achievement, which again demonstrates an
unfair advantage of success for White students on the ACT assessment. Harwell, Moreno, and

TEACHING NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS FOR COLLEGE

21

Post (2016) linked the differences in student test scores based on race to the schools they
attended. Low-income, high minority school districts in urban settings tended to offer three years
of mathematics at lower rates than high-income, low minority school districts in suburban areas.
Harwell et al. found three years in mathematics to be significant to students scoring 22 or higher
on the ACT.
In order to extrapolate why disparities take place between students of different racial
backgrounds, Brunn-Bevel and Byrd (2015) studied the public school system in Virginia and
found that student outcomes on standardized tests are linked to housing segregation, lower
teacher experience and degree attainment in certain schools, and lower selection of Black and
Hispanic students as gifted. Since the Supreme Court case of Brown v. Board of Education
(1955), Brunn-Bevel and Byrd (2015) found that Virginia housing continued to be segregated
based on white flight in the 1950s and 1960s to the suburban areas. The separation has led to
school districts in Virginia that are largely Black student populations and largely White student
populations. Those school districts that are largely White tend to have the more experienced
teachers and can offer higher pay to their teachers, while the largely Black school districts tend
to have less degreed teachers who are paid at lower rates. Finally, the gifted and talented
programs across the state of Virginia have disproportionately higher numbers of White students
selected than underrepresented minority students, which affords these students certain resources
that Brunn-Bevel and Byrd found to help with high school and college graduation rates. The
urban center of the present study is also highly linked 21st century housing segregation and
District Alpha uses busing to attempt to correct this racial divide in the city.
The studies in this section demonstrate the inequity in gauging college readiness solely
based on cognitive standardized testing. For students from low-income and/or underrepresented
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minority groups, standardized testing has restricted access to college or proven ineffective in
preparing a student for graduating from college within six years. National Clearinghouse
designates District Alpha as a low-income, high minority district and therefore, it is pertinent to
examine other skills that help these students, especially from both low-income and
underrepresented minority backgrounds, in postsecondary endeavors, such as non-cognitive
skills.
Non-cognitive skills in secondary students
The purpose of this study is to explore the non-cognitive skills that low-income,
underrepresented students in District Alpha need to succeed in college. A review of the literature
shows that researchers have identified a multitude of non-cognitive skills that are important for
high school students to be ready for and persist through college to graduation. While some skills
overlap, such as time management and motivation, there is a lack of consistency in a set list of
behaviors and social emotional skills that students need to thrive in higher education. The
following studies offer a sampling of the different non-cognitive skills that prove to be effective
in different ways in helping students succeed in college. The present study will add to the
literature by specifically naming the non-cognitive skills necessary for urban, low-income, highminority school district students to succeed in college.
Conley (2014) explained four keys to college readiness “a) key cognitive strategies
(think), b) key content knowledge (know), c) key learning skills and techniques (act), and d) key
transition knowledge and skills (go)” (p. 1020). While the ACT Common Core benchmarks
account for parts A and B, Conley found non-cognitive skill training to be equally important as
described in his sections on learning and transition skills. Conley identified setting goals,
overcoming frustrations, and seeking help to be skills that students needed in addition to the
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ability to recall knowledge and problem solve. He concluded that educators need to work with
students on understanding metacognitive learning skills in order to succeed in graduating from
college and not simply passing a remedial college level course.
Lombardi, Seburn, and Conley (2011) wanted to know if they could develop a measure to
examine high school students’ ability to demonstrate self-monitoring and study skills. Second,
they researched if there were demographic differences between students who showed academic
behaviors or not, especially between first generation college students and continuing college
students. The researchers used a sample of 1023 students from 10 different high schools in the
United States. The researchers gave the students an online survey during school with no
compensation. The researchers split the sample into an exploratory factor analysis and a
confirmatory factor analysis. The exploratory factor analysis (EFA) highlighted four factors as
necessary academic behaviors for college success, which are goal-driven, persistence, study
skills, and self-monitoring. The confirmatory factor analysis showed significance in the EFA
results. The study builds on Conley’s (2008) previous studies in confirming that college
readiness stretches beyond student grade point average and standardized test scores to noncognitive skills and academic behaviors. It also builds on the measures of college readiness for
students in self-monitoring and study skills behaviors.
Richardson, Abraham, and Bond (2012) conducted a study of college GPA correlates
with 42 non-intellective constructs including a) personality traits, b) motivational factors, c) selfregulatory learning strategies, d) students’ approaches to learning, and e) psychosocial contextual
influences (p. 353). Using univariate analysis, Richardson et al. found that motivation for
academic self-efficacy and grade goal showed medium correlation with college GPA. In
addition, self-regulatory learning in effort regulation showed medium correlation with college
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GPA. Finally, the motivational factor of performance self-efficacy demonstrated the highest
correlation with college GPA, even higher than high school GPA and ACT score. This study
demonstrates the power of motivation and self-regulation factors on student performance in
college.
Martin (2013) assessed three dual enrollment programs to see how well they predicted
cognitive and non-cognitive college readiness among high school students. The cognitive college
readiness factors included student dual enrollment grades and number of acceptances to colleges.
The non-cognitive college readiness factors included commitment to education, self- and
resource-management skills, interpersonal and social skills, academic success skills, and career
planning skills. The researcher created a sample that factored in age, ethnicity, gender, and other
academic characteristics of students. In turn, the researcher compared student data from dual
enrollment programs with traditional high school students through data gathered on grade point
averages, acceptance numbers, and student surveys, which identified non-cognitive skills.
Regarding the non-cognitive skills, the researcher found that the dual enrollment students had
higher levels of career planning skills than traditional students did.
Martinez, Baker, and Young (2016) examined the efficacy of the Preparing for Post-High
School Education: Motivated, Informed, and Ready (PPHSE:MIR) counselor guidance
intervention program. The researchers asked if the PPHSE:MIR improved college going
knowledge, college going access aspirations, and college readiness self-efficacy of students from
disadvantaged backgrounds. There was a control group and a treatment group at the high school
with one receiving the PPHSE:MIR curriculum and the other receiving an individualized
program. With data from 163 ninth-grade students at a low performing high school in the
southeastern United States, the researchers used hierarchical linear modeling to find that the
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program was effective in offering college going knowledge and college and career readiness
efficacy.
To perform studies on the non-cognitive skills necessary for college, the research
presented above had to first identify a problem in the current standards of college readiness. Each
study demonstrated the significance of specific non-cognitive skills that helped students to access
and succeed in college. The present study seeks to examine the specific non-cognitive skills that
low-income, underrepresented students in District Alpha need to succeed in college. District
Alpha is defined by National Clearinghouse as a high minority, low-income, urban district and
the findings could transfer to other national districts with similar demographics. District Alpha
introduced the Backpack of Skills program in 2018 to highlight the instruction of
communication, cultural competence, resilience and preparedness, collaboration, and innovation.
The following literature review section situates District Alpha’s program into other innovative
programs aimed at getting more students to graduate from college within six years.
High school non-cognitive instruction programs
National concerns over the low college graduation rate, particularly for students from
low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds has led to various high school programs to
improve college readiness. District Alpha’s Backpack of Success program adds to this literature
review as a new approach to preparing students for college and career through the promotion of
non-cognitive skills. The following high school programs are innovative methods to help more
students graduate from college within six years.
Richards (2020) conducted a qualitative study interviewing graduates from two early
college high schools to find out how teachers and administrators can serve as cultural capital in
teaching students help-seeking dispositions and specialized knowledge about how to gain access
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to resources. Both early college high schools had largely low-income, first generation students.
Richards found that one of the two schools was more successful in teaching help seeking skills
by integrating them into their curriculum. Richards named the high school teachers as “cultural
guides” in preparing students to succeed in college academically by empowering them to ask for
help and the necessary resources to persevere. The high school model included a student-teacher
advisory system with individualized learning plan. The students were given six areas to prepare
for college throughout the high school experience, including service learning experiences, job
shadowing, internships, reflective essays, and journal entries. The small school settings allowed
for close relationships between students and teachers in the advisory setting and empowered the
students to ask for help and resources from other adults as they moved into a postsecondary
setting.
Edmunds (2017) conducted a longitudinal experimental study comparing outcomes for
students accepted to an early college versus students not accepted and attending traditional high
schools. Early college model students attained college credentials at much higher rates. The
early college model high school “focuses on college readiness for all” (p. 297). The schools offer
college level courses, train teachers in instructional strategies for critical thinking for college,
and even teach students how college admissions and financial aid work. Over 280 early colleges
are found throughout the United States originally funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation. The early college model accepts students who are a) first in their families to go to
college, b) from low-income families, and/or c) members of underrepresented racial or ethnic
groups in college. Edmunds found that early college model schools send first generation, lowincome, and underrepresented minority students to college who persist and graduate with a
college degree at higher rates than traditional high schools. In fact, 89% of the students in the
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early college model attended college following high school and 30% had an associate degree
from a college within six years of their first year of high school. This high school program
demonstrates programs similar to District Alpha that are working to help students from lowincome, underrepresented minority backgrounds to graduate from college through skill training
and building a college going culture within the school.
Gianai (2014) found that dual credit coursework in high school increased the rates of
college attendance, persistence, and graduation for students in Texas. Using a longitudinal study
on state data, Gianai compared dual credit courses taken to advanced courses and found dual
credit to have greater impact on college success. High school programs to incorporate dual credit
classes demonstrate a greater national emphasis on providing secondary students with the skills
needed to succeed in college. The present study seeks to examine how well secondary teachers
can provide the non-cognitive skill training for college inside core content classes.
Kemple and Snipes (2000) found that career academies in high schools are significant in
increasing student engagement and attendance in school, especially when teachers offer personal
support. Kemple explained “the primary goals of the Career Academy approach are to enhance
students’ engagement and performance in high school and provide them with the credentials and
skills needed to make successful transitions to postsecondary education” (p. 9). Career academies
are smaller learning communities that Kemple found to lower dropout rates. The career academy
model focuses on building interpersonal relationships between students and teachers and instills
skills necessary for college and future career. In the same way, the present study seeks to
examine the interpersonal relationships between secondary students and teachers in preparing
students for the non-cognitive skills needed to graduate from college.
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The high school programs in this literature review demonstrate that many approaches are
being used by high schools throughout the United States to better prepare students, especially
from disadvantaged backgrounds (i.e. low-income and underrepresented minority backgrounds)
to access college. The present study builds on these programs by analyzing District Alpha’s
Backpack of Skills program, narrowing a list of non-cognitive skills for college, and exploring
effective ways in which secondary teachers can instruct the skills necessary for graduating from
college within six years.
Assessment of non-cognitive skills in first year college students
The present study includes postsecondary student success practitioners as participants in
order to connect the conversation between educators who work with high school seniors and first
year college students. By interviewing practitioners who work with students on both sides of the
educational transition, it allows for a more holistic perspective of what non-cognitive skills are
valued in the college setting. The following literature review provides insight into the noncognitive skills found to help first year college students.
Yi, Kang-Yi, Burton, and Chen (2018) developed a predictive model to map students’
non-cognitive skills against their class performance. Based on the predictive analytics results,
tailored teaching to improve students’ non-cognitive skills resulted in a 9% improved average
final semester grade for students compared to students who were not given tailored teaching in
non-cognitive skills by their faculty. According to Yi, “the stepwise regression outperformed
other models in the study, and demonstrated that it can accurately predict students’ end-ofsemester grades based on the non-cognitive skills data collected from the students in the first
week of the semester” (p. 12). In Yi’s study, the college professors offered tailored teaching
during office hours based on the missing non-cognitive skills in the student’s self-analysis. For
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instance, if a student lacked career planning, the professor would do an hour-long conversation in
office hours on career planning skills. If a student lacked motivation, the professor would invite a
guest motivational speaker to help the particular student. The present study fits into this literature
review by examining how secondary teachers could offer one-on-one counseling on noncognitive skills for high school students in need. This study seeks to examine secondary teachers
as a more equitable source of social capital for students from low-income, underrepresented
minority backgrounds who are trying to access college.
Fauria and Zellner (2014) completed a phenomenological study of college students’
perceptions of the non-cognitive components that allowed for academic success. Using a
questionnaire with sophomores or higher and select interviews with students at twenty-nine
universities, Fauria and Zellner found that standardized cognitive tests were viewed as a barrier
for aspiring college students. In the interviews, students explained that the ACT and SAT
intelligence tests kept mainly minority groups from applying or attempting to attend college.
With the rise in holistic admissions and test-optional applications, Fauria and Zellner discussed
how more students might feel compelled to apply. This study helped to fill the gap in the
literature concerning how students perceive the non-cognitive skills necessary for college. Fauria
and Zellner found that the top two non-cognitive skills for college were a) love for learning and
b) career advancement or financial gain. Fauria and Zellner also found that participants named
family and educators as major influencers on college success. The present study seeks to add to
this by obtaining the perceptions of high school and college educators of what non-cognitive
skills they believe to be most important for college success.
Park, Williams, Hernandez, Agocha, Carney, DePetris, and Lee (2018) conducted a study
with first year college STEM students to see the difference between minority and non-minority
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students in the psychological factors that impact persistence. Examining 755 STEM students,
Park found that cognitive-emotional self-regulation was a close predictor for minority students in
predicting persistence in STEM studies in college. Minority identification also predicted end of
the year grade point average. The linkage between minorities, grade point average, and
persistence is key to the present study in making sure that minority students in District Alpha are
offered the opportunity to learn such skills as self-regulation to be able to persist in their chosen
fields in college.
Recently, studies have given attention to the non-cognitive skills of first year students,
but there is no consensus on a list of skills necessary for low-income, underrepresented minority
students. This present study aims to create that list and add to previous studies by offering the
perspectives of postsecondary student success practitioners at a southeastern public university in
the United States on what skills they believe are critical for students' success in college. District
Alpha is considered a majority minority district and, therefore, will offer insights into how
secondary teachers can be a source of social capital to instruct students, both minority and nonminority, in the non-cognitive skills that can help with college persistence.
Student assessment of college readiness standards
A critical voice in the debate over whether college readiness standards are sufficient in
preparing students for college is the student perspective. The following section includes studies
that examine student perception of college readiness, especially student voices from low-income,
underrepresented minority backgrounds. In each study, college students or college applicants
assessed the current college readiness standards and offered up the most important non-cognitive
skills necessary for college success in their minds.
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Reid and Moore (2008) studied the attitudes that the first-generation students had toward
their college preparation and the pros and cons of their college preparation after high school. The
researchers in this study used the social capital theoretical framework, which backs the idea that
students need a support system of family and school members to help them make the academic
jump from high school to college. In a qualitative study of six males and seven females who
graduated from an urban high school, the researchers in this study selected and interviewed firstgeneration students to gather their perceptions of their college readiness training. Reid and
Moore (2008) used grounded theory to analyze the student questionnaires and interview
responses. The researchers found that participants benefited from taking AP courses, building
relationships with high school teachers, administrators, and counselors, participating in college
preparatory programs, and getting involved in high school activities. The researchers also found
that students lacked preparation in math and science, study skills, and time management training.
The results show strong evidence for building relationships between schools and families to help
disadvantaged students access a postsecondary education. The study findings also indicate that
teachers need better professional development training in instructing students in time
management and study skills.
Latino citizens are the largest minority group in the United States, and they have the
lowest success rates in obtaining bachelor’s degrees (Boden, 2011). In a qualitative study using
grounded theory, Boden (2011) interviewed seven first generation, Latino students to find out
their perceptions of their academic preparedness for college. Boden found four themes emerge,
which were “personal education planning, guides, academic skills, and personal impetus” (p. 96).
The participants identified these four themes as the academic needs to be successful in college.
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This study connects to the present study in naming the skills that students in a high minority
district need to succeed in college.
Verrell and McCabe (2015) conducted a self-assessment survey of 677 undergraduate
students at Washington State University to examine how students rate their college readiness
level. Fifty percent of students indicated that college was harder than anticipated. The surveys
also revealed that students wished they had better training in “time management, attention to
detail, going beyond minimum requirements and studying to learn deeply” (p.162). The
researchers reported that self-assessments help to understand what non-cognitive skills students
need to succeed in college and in future careers.
This literature review of student perspectives on college readiness benchmarks directly
correlates with how well prepared students felt their educators were in helping them best prepare
for college. As seen in this section, most students from low-income and underrepresented
minority backgrounds found that certain non-cognitive skills were missing in the college
readiness standards. The present study seeks to name the most critical non-cognitive skills that
District Alpha students need for success in college based on interviews with high school teachers
and postsecondary success practitioners who work closely with these students. The National
Clearinghouse data states that only 30% of District Alpha students graduate from college within
six years of graduating high school, which suggests how District Alpha students also fall into the
literature review of students likely feeling unprepared for college (2019). Thus, it flows naturally
to examine the lack of teacher professional development in instructing non-cognitive skills for
college.
College readiness training for high school educators
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In a cognitive high-stakes testing atmosphere, the following studies address the lack of
teacher preparation in instruction on the non-cognitive skills necessary for college. In fact, most
studies on professional development in college readiness instruction center on high school
counselors. This study aims to examine the role of high school teachers in the instruction of
college readiness. The literature review demonstrates a void in the research on teacher
preparation related to supporting students’ non-cognitive skill development and teachers at the
center of social capital for teaching the non-cognitive skills to access college.
In a qualitative study of urban high schools with high minority and high poverty
populations, Savitz-Romer (2012) analyzed how high school counselors perceive their capacity
to prepare students for college and how well they feel they were trained in college readiness
education during their own professional schooling. Doing two rounds of interviews with eleven
counselors from three separate districts, the researchers found that counselors needed more
effective training in college readiness advising to better prepare minority groups and first
generation students for college. Counselors working in high risk schools felt that they needed
more coursework and resources to meet the needs of their largely first generation students who
were apathetic towards college and lacked all knowledge of the application process and
academic and social skills necessary to thrive at the postsecondary level. Savitz-Romer (2012)
found that high school counselors must be educated on application requirements, financial aid
options, and admissions deadlines. Furthermore, Savitz-Romer (2012) found that counselors
need training on working with a population that does not have family members at home who can
advise or encourage them to pursue higher education. The counselors must be able to assist not
only the students, but also the family members of the students who also need guidance on
sending a child to college. Counselors are a crucial component to the social network for
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preparing and supporting high school students for college, especially at-risk students for drop
out.
Following Savitz-Romer’s (2012) research on the need for better counselor training
programs, Lapan et al. (2017) analyzed how students perceive the effectiveness of their
counselors in high school. Using data from 12th graders who had rated their counselors on a
scale, Lapan and the other researchers sought to find out if the scales measured a counselor’s
college readiness advising effectively and if the scales predicted student success in college
according to their grades, persistence, and need for remediation. The researchers used a sample
of 881 graduating seniors from 16 separate high schools in the northwestern United States. The
students completed a survey that asked participants to rate their high school counselors on their
college readiness advising. Using exploratory factor analysis, confirmatory factor analysis, and
predictive validity testing, the researchers found that the scales gave students and parents an
effective tool to indicate whether counselors were successfully supporting their pursuits for
college or not. The researchers concluded that students who had more emotional needs in high
school received more college readiness advising counseling. Finally, the researchers found that
students going into STEM professions lacked appropriate counseling from their high school
counselor to prepare them for the rigor of their programs in college. This study confirms SavitzRomer (2012) finding that counselors need more training in college readiness education.
Furthermore, this study adds to the literature about United States secondary schools needing to
meet the needs of at-risk high school students who are largely from low-income and minority
backgrounds.
Darling-Hammond et al. (2012) found that there are a number of problems with the
current teacher evaluation systems that use Value-Added measures on how students score on
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cognitive testing. Darling-Hammond found that multiple factors add to a student’s test score,
outside the scope of the classroom teacher, including home life, peer culture, class sizes, prior
teachers, summer learning loss, and more. Darling-Hammond called for teachers to be evaluated
on a national scale through multiple classroom observations with timely feedback on multiple
points of data collected. The Value Added approach is too centered on standardized testing and
does not consider the context of the teacher’s students. Darling-Hammond explained that
broadening the scope of the teacher evaluation system would allow teachers the ability to teach
the standards, receive feedback consistently, and access professional development in identified
areas.
Snyder and Bristol (2015) build on Darling-Hammond’s (2014) professional
accountability system for teachers in supporting students in their pursuit of a college education.
Snyder and Bristol call for teachers to provide goals, structures, processes, feedback and
assessment, safeguards, and incentives for students in the process of accessing college. In order
to provide these in a classroom, Snyder and Bristol maintain that this model has to be introduced
in teacher training programs as qualitatively observed at University of California, Berkeley
teacher program and Boston Teacher Residency Program. Synder and Bristol call for
professional development that addresses the needs of local students and effective teacher
evaluation systems that examine student learning and growth as well. The present study seeks to
name the non-cognitive skills specific to the local District Alpha students and find out how local
secondary teachers can instruct those non-cognitive skills to help District Alpha students attend
and graduate from college within six years.
The studies in this section draw attention to a need for better educator training in teaching
the non-cognitive skills necessary for college readiness as identified by counselors and students
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alike. In particular, most studies focus on counselors in helping students reach college. However,
this study seeks to find the role that secondary teachers can play in helping low-income,
underrepresented minority students to access and ultimately graduate from college. The present
study will help to fill the void in the literature of teacher professional training for instructing the
non-cognitive skills necessary for students to succeed in college. The current study emphasizes
the importance of the secondary teacher who works with students on a daily basis as opposed to
counselors who have limited facetime with students. Having a network of adults who can help a
student apply, attend, and persist through college is called social capital. The following section
will identify various studies on important social capital players in high school students’ lives.
Social capital theory in education
In this particular section, the focus is on the social capital of high school students who
plan to attend college. Social capital groups include teachers, parents, counselors, friends, and
other important adults in students’ lives. By examining these studies, one can see how the
present study fits into the literature by offering secondary teachers as a rich source of social
capital for teaching students the skills to succeed in college.
Using social network analysis, Ahn (2010) sought to find out the level of social capital
that different college mentors had on urban students. Ahn (2010) wanted to find out if there was
a difference in levels of success for students based on their specific college mentor. Using data
from CollegeMentor, a college-mentoring program for at-risk juniors and seniors in high school,
Ahn distributed a survey to see if certain mentors had better social capital than others. Ahn found
that mentors automatically expand a student’s social capital, but not always equally because
certain mentors have greater resources to offer a student than others. In the present study,
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secondary teachers are highlighted as a social capital group that if properly trained could offer a
rich mentorship for high school students in their quest for a college degree.
Boden (2011) adds to the argument for social capital in the theme of “guide.” The lowincome Latino students in her study maintained they needed a family member or friend to help
them succeed in their college pursuits. Alvarado and An (2015) sought to study if close friends
impacted students’ plans to attend college and if close friends impacted students’ choice of
courses in high school. The researchers used Parson’s theoretical model of influence in
approaching this study, which explains that a student is most influenced by peers that are
trustworthy. The data came from the High School Longitudinal Study of 2009, which is a
national survey. The survey asked students if their closest friend planned to go to college. In
turn, the researchers used propensity score matching and sensitivity analysis to analyze the effect
of having a close college-bound friend on students of different ethnic backgrounds. The
researchers found that close college-bound friends have a positive impact on students of all
ethnic backgrounds, but the greatest influence was on White students. In a similar manner, the
present study seeks to find out if secondary teachers could have a positive impact on high school
students accessing college.
Sommerfeld and Bowen (2013) studied the Trinity Education for Excellence Program
(TEEP) to see how effectively it enforced social and cultural capital in urban students looking to
obtain a bachelor’s degree. Citing Bourdieu (1984), Sommerfeld and Bowen defined social
capital as “the relationships held and groups to which one belongs” and cultural capital as “the
familiarity with forms of knowledge, skills, and behaviors” (p. 47). The researchers wanted to
find out how TEEP was able to overcome racial and socioeconomic differences to prepare all
program members to attend college and persist to receive a diploma. Using quantitative program
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reported data on TEEP students and qualitative TEEP teacher reflections, the researchers found
that at-risk students could succeed in college if mentors taught them to envision college pursuits
early on, to use strategies for success in college, to have appropriate college behaviors, and to
build supportive relationships. Adding to the research on the importance of social capital,
Sommerfeld and Bowen (2013) explained that students need relationships with adults to help
them persist through college. While counselors and professors can help students thrive in the
classroom, local mentors can help students’ network and discover what careers they want to
pursue. A majority of District Alpha students are considered at risk with a largely
underrepresented minority, low-income student body. This study seeks to find the way in which
secondary teachers could serve as the mentors to create a pathway to college graduation for
them.
In a qualitative study, Baber (2014) asked African American males who were
transitioning from high school to community college what obstacles they faced in pursuing a
bachelor’s degree and what forms of assistance were most important in their decision to attend
college. Under the umbrella of the Illinois College and Career Readiness Act, the researcher
studied seven community colleges who had implemented strategies to help disadvantaged
minority groups attend college. Seventeen African American male students were interviewed,
and the researcher drew conclusions from the themes found in their responses. In result, Baber
found that African American males needed a network of people motivating them to attend
college, assistance in applying for, financing, and preparing for college, and the ability to
overcome negative stereotypes that black males cannot succeed in postsecondary education. The
students in the study mentioned the importance of family, faculty, and friends in inspiring them
to pursue and apply for college. Baber (2014) calls this phenomenon a source of community
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wealth. The present study seeks to find out if secondary teachers could be a consistent, equitable
source of community wealth for District Alpha students from high minority, low-income
backgrounds. Welton and Williams (2015) add to the argument that social capital is critical for
college readiness stating teachers need to be able to devote more time to encouraging, advising,
and inspiring students to attend college instead of strictly focusing on accountability testing.
Clemens (2016) studied the experience of one Hispanic immigrant who came to the
United States at fifteen years old. Clemens researched what sources of social capital an at-risk
student needed to make the transition to college and how sources of social capital affected that
transition. Through the life history method, the researcher gathered a first-person narrative from
Camilla who was a low-income, first generation student. He first started working with her in
high school as her college mentor and continued his work with her into college. Using semistructured interviews with Camilla, her family, and her teachers, Clemens found that the
counselor and teachers were vital to helping Camilla apply to college. Camilla’s mother,
grandmother, and sister were crucial to helping her stay focused and positive about the difficult
transitions of immigrating to a new country and trying to fit in. Even though most of her family
had not attended college, they, along with teachers and peers, played a significant role in
motivating Camilla to go to college, maintain a high GPA, and select a major that would lead her
into an affluent career (Clemens, 2016). Again, this study adds to literature on underrepresented
minority, low-income students who require strong social capital networks to succeed in college.
Schwartz, Kanchewa, Rhodes, Gowdy, and Stark (2018) found that social capital is
critical to college success for first generation students. In a mixed methods study of an urban
public university in Northeastern United States, the researchers found that students with social
capital fostered better relationships with college professors and earned higher GPAs by the end
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of their first year in college. Schwartz et al. found that first generation students are more likely to
come from low-income and underrepresented minority groups demonstrating the importance of
this study to the present study at hand. Schwartz et al. concluded that students needed college
faculty and staff to build relationships with them to be a web of support in college. The present
study calls upon secondary teachers to be social capital for students in high school to learn how
to build a relationship with an educator who can help one succeed in college and career.
These studies demonstrate the importance of social capital in a student’s quest for higher
education. The studies above find family, peers, teachers, counselors, and other community
members to be critical to helping high school students gain the necessary information to access
college. The present study builds on the social capital role of the secondary teacher in helping
low-income, underrepresented minority students learn the necessary non-cognitive skills to
attend, persist, and graduate from college. This study aims to position secondary teachers in core
content areas as an equitable social capital for all students, even those who do not have family or
friends with college degrees or aspirations for college.
Purpose of Study
This literature review offers insight into seven main topics: 1) the intersection of lowincome, underrepresented minority students in college access, 2) non-cognitive skills in
education, 3) innovative high school programs for college readiness preparation, 4) noncognitive skills assessments in first year college students, 5) student assessment of college
readiness, 6) secondary teacher professional development in college readiness preparation, and
7) social capital theory in education. The purpose of this study is to examine the non-cognitive
skills that secondary teachers and postsecondary student success practitioners believe to be
missing in college students leading to greater dropout rates. An emphasis is placed on students
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from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds, such as many students identify as in
District Alpha. Second, the study seeks to find out if and/or how secondary teachers are currently
working to teach the non-cognitive skills for college success. The study explores if secondary
teachers are, or could be, a source of social capital in providing high school students with the
non-cognitive skills for success in college.
Research Questions
The guiding research questions are as follows:
1. What non-cognitive skills do secondary teachers and postsecondary student success
practitioners believe low-income, underrepresented minority students need for
success in college?
2. In what ways do secondary teachers prepare students for the non-cognitive skills
needed in college?
Chapter Three: Methodology
This research study adds to the growing body of literature on the importance of noncognitive skills being taught in high school to help better prepare students for persisting and
graduating from college, particularly from low-income, high minority school districts. The
purpose of this study is to learn about the non-cognitive skills needed to succeed in college
because the cognitive benchmarks alone do not seem to encapsulate the full college transition
measurement based on the studies above and the National Clearinghouse data on District Alpha.
Furthermore, this study seeks to find out how secondary teachers can be a source of social capital
in instructing the non-cognitive skills so that all students have equity in accessing the success
skills for graduating college. For this study, graduating college includes attaining a degree from
either a 2-year or 4-year institution.
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Research Questions
The two research questions to be explored in this present study are:
1. What non-cognitive skills do secondary teachers and postsecondary student success
practitioners believe low-income, underrepresented minority students need for success in
college?
2. In what ways do secondary teachers prepare students for the non-cognitive skills needed
in college?
Rationale for Qualitative Design
Erickson (1985) argues that there is a difference between a positivist and interpretive
approach to qualitative research. Erickson (1985) states, “positivist research on teaching
presumes that history repeats itself; that what can be learned from past events can generalize to
future events – in the same setting and in different settings” (p. 129). In other words, Erickson
argues that positivist researchers generalize findings over time and space. The positivist
approach is not focused on the why and how of a phenomenon. It is procedural and deterministic
in conclusions. In contrast, interpretive research is focused on “being unusually thorough and
reflective in noticing and describing everyday events in the field setting, and in attempting to
identify the significance of actions in the events from the various points of view of the actors
themselves” (p. 121). Interpretive researchers leave room for error and skepticism. Instead of one
phenomenon causing another, interpretive researchers look for how humans make meaning of
choices in social life. Therefore, this study uses qualitative interpretive ontology to make
meaning out of the quantitative data from the National Clearinghouse Research Center on
District Alpha’s 30% college graduation rate. In addition, I have a constructivist epistemology,
in which I value the co-constructed meaning of the world with my participants. Through rich

TEACHING NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS FOR COLLEGE

43

quotes and member checking, I mitigate my bias and allow my participants’ voices to support the
findings in this study.
According to Merriam (2002), “a case study is an intensive description and analysis of a
phenomenon or social unit such as an individual, group, institution, or community. The case is a
bounded, integrated system” (p. 8). In this study, the bounds of the study are one urban district in
the southeastern United States, which holds both a K-12 public school and a public state
university. Creswell and Poth (2018) explain instrumental case study as “having a research
question . . . and feel that we may get insight into the question by studying a particular case” (p.
98). This study will use one public school district and one public state university in the
southeastern United States to analyze the non-cognitive skills necessary for college. Both
educational institutions are public, allowing for greater transferability of data analysis to other
public schools in the nation.
Context and Participant Selection
Context. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, District Alpha is one
of the top thirty largest school districts in the United States based on student population. District
Alpha is located in a metropolitan area in the southeastern United States with 169 schools, close
to 100,000 students, and almost 7,000 teachers. According to District Alpha’s website, 81% of
children in the local county attend the public school system. National Clearinghouse data show
that 62% of District Alpha students are eligible for free or reduced-price meals and 48% of
District Alpha students identify as Black or Hispanic (National Clearinghouse, 2019). District
Alpha students attend college at 54%, persist to their second year in college at 77%, and graduate
from college within six years of high school at 30% (National Clearinghouse, 2019).
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The specific high school teachers for this study came from one high school, Butterfly
High, in District Alpha whose National Clearinghouse data emphasized students who identified
as low-income and/or an underrepresented minority. Butterfly High’s population has 77% of
students eligible for free or reduced lunch. At Butterfly High, 75% of students identify as Black
and 11% identify as Hispanic. The school demographics meet the National Clearinghouse’s
definition of high minority (minimum 40% Black and Hispanic) and low-income (minimum 50%
free or reduced lunch eligible) in order to best transfer the data to the district as a whole and
other low-income, high minority districts across the United States. In addition, Butterfly High
was selected because the school’s college enrollment, college persistence, and college degree
attainment data matched closely with the district as a whole. Butterfly High reported 64% of
seniors attending college immediately out of high school, 77% of those students persisting to
their second year of college, and 25% of seniors who graduated with a college degree within six
years of high school graduation (National Clearinghouse, 2019). This particular student
population allowed for secondary teachers at Butterfly High to speak specifically about their
experience with students who identified as both low-income and underrepresented minorities.
Butterfly teachers have received school-wide training in non-cognitive skills based on their
school framework for research and innovation. The school framework details how teachers need
to instruct students to be advocates, empathetic citizens, thoughtful researchers, global leaders,
creative/divergent thinkers, and to have agency. These professional development opportunities
surrounding non-cognitive skills allowed participants to speak with experience on the research
topic.
The National Clearinghouse definitions for low-income and high minority districts were
also given to the postsecondary student success practitioners to clarify that the particular student
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population at the center of this study were students who identified as both low-income and
underrepresented minority students. In the cases when participants would strictly speak about a
group of low-income students or a group of underrepresented minority students, respectively, I
separated out the two because this study recognizes that socioeconomics and race are two
different factors.
River State University is a public state university located in the same urban center as
District Alpha. It is a Research 1 university with undergraduate and graduate programs. River
State University claims to be a “school for the city” with over 40% of the student population
coming from the county in which the university is located. According to the director of the
university scholarships for African American students who are residents of the state, “85-90%”
of scholarship recipients are from District Alpha (personal interview, July 14, 2020). According
to the associate provost, minority students make up “12% of the population, whereas as I just
said, Pell eligible, I think we are at 38%, 39% Pell eligible now” (personal interview, July 28,
2020). These statistics demonstrate that River State University enrolls a large number of District
Alpha students, many of which are low-income and/or underrepresented minorities. This
enrollment pipeline explains why student success practitioners at River State University were
selected within the bounds of the study to speak to the non-cognitive skills that District Alpha
students need for success in college. Four of eight of the River State University participants work
in the Student Success Center that emphasizes non-cognitive skill development inside and
outside the classroom. Three other participants have had experience with non-cognitive skill
training through the Cultural Center and TRIO programming. The associate provost has had
experience with non-cognitive skills in serving as a member of the university team who is
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contemplating moving the university to test optional admissions. Participants’ training with noncognitive skills allowed them to speak with experience on the research topic.
Participant Selection.
Purposeful sampling will “intentionally sample a group of people that can best inform the
researcher about the research problem under examination” (Creswell and Poth, 2018, p. 148).
For this study, I interviewed five high school teachers from Butterfly High in District Alpha. The
five high school teachers had between two and twenty years of experience in K-12 education.
The range in years of experience was purposeful in sampling the perspectives of veteran and
younger teachers. The years of experience also allowed for the teachers to speak to working with
District Alpha students in the roll out of the Backpack of Skills program, which started in 2018.
In addition, the high school teachers were all core content teachers who taught math, science,
social studies, or English. The purpose of this was that core content teachers see students at every
grade in high school because their course content is required by state law as opposed to various
related arts that are more elective in nature. I interviewed two English teachers, one science
teacher, one math teacher, and one social studies teacher to gain the different perspectives of
teachers in the various content backgrounds. In the findings, I focused on how all core content
teachers can instruct non-cognitive skills instead of putting the workload on one subject area
teacher or department. Finally, I purposefully included two teacher participants who identified as
an underrepresented minority to give their perspectives on the students in District Alpha who
also identify as an underrepresented minority. Two of the five teachers identified as Black and
African American.
To enhance trustworthiness, I worked with District Alpha’s Director of Postsecondary
Planning to identify the high school that best exemplifies the high minority, low-income statistics
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named above. As a core content teacher in District Alpha, I did not select my own secondary
school to work with in order to minimize bias. I first reached out to the Chief Academic Officer
of District Alpha to endorse the study and then proceeded to email Butterfly High teachers
directly via email to invite them to the study. I emailed criterion-based teachers who taught a
core content subject, according to Butterfly High’s website. In response, five teachers joined the
study. Out of respect for the teachers and their time in the school day, I interviewed them via
telecommunication during the summer of 2020. Due to COVID-19, I was unable to conduct the
interviews in person. With the permission of District Alpha and the individual participants, I
recorded the video interviews and transcribed them using Zoom and Otter technology.
Regarding River State University, I interviewed eight student success practitioners. The
respective group of postsecondary student success practitioners was composed of professionals
from student affairs, academic affairs, and college faculty who worked directly with students
from low-income and underrepresented minority backgrounds. This purposeful sampling allows
for both academic and social perspectives of the non-cognitive skills that college students need to
attend, persist, and graduate from college. After receiving IRB approval at the university, I
started my participant selection at the university through snowball sampling. I used connections
at the university and asked for suggestions of college professionals that would be good for
interviewing for this study. I did not stop my sample until I had participants from student affairs,
academic affairs, and the college faculty. In addition, I purposefully included student success
practitioners at the university who identified as an underrepresented minority. One of the eight
participants identified as Latinx and one of the eight participants identified as Black and African
American.
Participant Demographics.
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This research study is focused on low-income and underrepresented students from an
urban, public school district. The specific high school from which the secondary teacher
participants were selected upheld the high minority, low-income statistics defined by National
Clearinghouse. To add to the trustworthiness of the study, I also diversified my participants
based on gender, ethnicity/race, age, and years of experience. The first table below shows the
demographics and pseudonyms for my District Alpha participants. The second table below
shows the demographics and pseudonyms for my River State University participants.
Table 2
Butterfly High Teacher Participant Demographics
Pseudonym

Content Area: Gender:

Race and/or

Age:

Years of

Ethnicity:

Experience in
Teaching

Ms. Johnson

English

Female

White

31

8

Ms. Turner

Social

Female

African

33

2

50

18

Studies
Mr. Lewis

Math

American
Male

Black/African
American

Ms. Moore

Science

Female

White

41

20

Ms. Davis

English

Female

White, Other

39

14

Table 3
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River State University Participants Demographics
Pseudonym

Position title:

Gender:

Race and/or
Ethnicity:

Age:

Years of
Experience in
Higher
Education:

Dr. Anderson

Acting
Director of
Student
Success
Center

Female

White

40

18

Dr. Williams

Associate
Provost,
Professor of
English

Female

White

53

27

Female

Caucasian

42

20

Ms. Robinson Academic
Advisor
Counselor
Senior
Ms. Lee

Program
Female
Director of
University
TRIO Student
Support
Services

White

34

7

Mr. Vincent

Student
Success
Coordinator

Male

White

39

11

Ms. Miller

Program
Director in
First Year
Experience

Female

White

46

17

Ms. Graham

Associate
Director of
University
Cultural
Center

Female

Black

32

10
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Mr. Martinez

Program
Coordinator
for the
Latinx/Hispa
nic Initiative
in the
University
Cultural
Center

Male

Purépecha
Mexican;
Latinx

50

27

2

Participant Descriptions.
The participant demographics named above offer some insight into the participants’
backgrounds for this study. However, qualitative studies are based in the rich descriptions of the
case and therefore, the following narratives will offer further insights into the participants who
provided the data for this study.
Ms. Johnson. English Teacher at Butterfly High.
Ms. Johnson has been teaching for a total of eight years and has taught in District Alpha
for four years. She obtained a bachelor’s degree in English and a master’s degree in Education.
She is currently pursuing a doctorate in education. She comes from a family of educators and
always knew she wanted to teach. She was inspired by an English high school teacher who told
her “man, you really need to go into teaching” (personal interview, July 16, 2020). She entered
the public school classroom after being denied the opportunity to do mission work abroad.
Teaching became her mission field to “have worldview conversations with students and to talk
about important things that literature is bringing up” (personal interview, July 16, 2020).
Ms. Turner. Social Studies Teacher at Butterfly High.
Ms. Turner has been teaching for two years, the first of which she was a permanent
substitute teacher in District Alpha and the second as a permanent Social Studies teacher at
Butterfly High. She has a bachelor’s in history and a master’s in teaching. She became a teacher
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after working in customer service for a newspaper and a tech company. Both positions ended in
her being laid off, so she decided to follow in her family footsteps of education. She explained:
I wanted something to be able to actually use my history degree, and I felt in some way
that I kind of wanted to teach a little bit. I love history and I think so many times it’s
taught in a way that just makes it really boring. So, I thought I could kind of be that
history teacher that I had in high school that you know just kind of inspired me and other
students (personal interview, July 21, 2020).
Mr. Lewis. Math Teacher at Butterfly High.
Mr. Lewis has been a teacher for 18 years. He has taught in District Alpha for nine years
and specifically at Butterfly High for six years. He has an associate’s in chemistry, bachelor’s in
mathematics, master’s in special education and a master’s as a specialist in education. He is
currently pursuing his doctorate in education. He became a teacher out of necessity. He wanted
to show his sons how to be men. Coaching football led him into education. He explained:
I soon realized, wow, there’s a gap that exists between kiddos. First the gap that I noticed
was socioeconomic, then I noticed there were gaps academically, but it wasn’t because
the kiddos were not bright. There were other factors involved. A list of factors that
seemed to keep students from being successful. A lot of them started outside of the
school. Those factors helped me hone in on why I wanted to be a teacher…I have to be
that particular teacher that can change the trajectory of students who are of a minority
characterization, whether, it be financially or whether it be academically. I have to be a
change agent because the system as it’s set up right now is not situated to help that
particular kiddo (personal interview, July 23, 2020).
Ms. Moore. Science Teacher at Butterfly High.
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Ms. Moore has been teaching for 20 years in District Alpha with 19 of them being at
Butterfly High. She has a bachelor’s in biology, master’s in secondary science, and a master’s in
zoology. She had prepared, as an undergraduate, to go to medical school, but when interning at a
hospital her senior year of college, she overheard a doctor tell another doctor that he was on call
and would be missing his child’s birthday. So, at the advice of her advisor, she took an education
course and found it to be the space that she was destined to be in.
Ms. Davis. English Teacher at Butterfly High.
Ms. Davis has been a teacher for 14 years with seven of those years in District Alpha and
four of those year at Butterfly High. She became a teacher because as she explained:
I think a lot of times people are stuck in whatever age, you know, so I think that if you’ve
had trauma at the age, then you often like want to either help process that trauma. So,
when I was 15, I had three friends die in a car accident, so I found like high school was
very traumatic in that sense. So, I’ve always just felt drawn to helping others in that
time…I also feel really passionate about trying to help people through written
expression… And so, I really do feel like helping adolescents with their ability to express
their voices is like one way to help navigate kind of the turmoil of adolescence and to
kind of like take ownership of their world (personal interview, July 23, 2020).
Dr. Anderson. Acting Director of Student Success Center. River State University.
Dr. Anderson has spent 18 years in a career “situated around college access and
preparation and success” (personal interview, July 1, 2020). She has a bachelor’s degree,
master’s in education, and PhD in Sociology. Dr. Anderson’s father was first generation in
college and her mother came from a long family line of academics. She found her passion in
understanding each individual student, so she went down the path of advising, which ultimately
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led her to the Student Success Center at River State University. She explained her work as
“taking the individual work that I did to motivate the systemic change that needed to be
happening” (personal interview, July 1, 2020).
Dr. Williams. Associate Provost, Professor of English. River State University.
Dr. Williams has been in higher education for 27 years. After completing her bachelor’s
in comparative literature, she immediately started her PhD in comparative literature with a
particular research interest in African literature. Both of her parents were academics with her
father as a professor of physics and her mother having degrees in English education and various
other areas. Although she achieved tenure in her faculty position, she sought to “think in terms of
larger pictures…programmatically” (personal interview, July 28, 2020). So, Dr. Williams took
on leadership roles, such as director of undergraduate studies, honors program, and internships.
Eventually she became the Associate Provost for undergraduate education because she
explained, “I like to think about the undergraduate curriculum as a whole and the experience for
the undergraduate as a whole, not just the student in my classroom” (personal interview, July 28,
2020). She continues to teach one English course per semester in her new administrative role.
Ms. Robinson. Academic Advisor Counselor, Senior. River State University.
Ms. Robinson has been in higher education for 20 years. She earned a bachelor’s in
communications and a master’s in college student personnel. She has a passion for helping
students in transition. She has worked with first year students, international students, transfer
students, non-traditional students, and high school seniors. At River State University, she
specifically works with the exploratory and transition program that provides advising to students
who are admitted on a conditional basis, undecided on their majors, or admitted to the university
but don’t yet meet the requirements for their major of interest.
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Ms. Lee. Program Director of University TRIO Student Support Services. River
State University.
Ms. Lee has been in higher education for seven years. She earned a bachelor’s in
education studies and a master’s in organizational communication. She has worked as a college
and career coach at the high school level and academic coordinator and student development
specialist for the TRIO Student Support Services at two different universities. She explained that
“I gravitated to that kind of work because I loved working one on one with college students and
learning how they persisted through those classes” (personal interview, June 29, 2020).
Mr. Vincent. Student Success Coordinator. River State University.
Mr. Vincent has been in higher education for 11 years. He has a bachelor’s in public
relations and a master’s in counseling and personal services with concentration in college student
personnel. He started his career working in Admissions and then went into recruitment for online
degree programs. He took a break from higher education for a few years and when he returned,
River State University was starting a new position to monitor class cohorts for at risk students,
get in touch with them, and help them on a one-on-one basis. He was the only person in the role
at the time, which has now become a small department of Student Success Coordinators who
help gap populations who are academically underprepared, and/or low-income, and/or
underrepresented minorities. He helps to coach them, advocate for them, and offer financial aid
when students are in crisis. He explained, “we solve the financial problems or try to, but the idea
is to uncover what else is happening in [the student’s] life” (personal interview, July 10, 2020.
Ms. Miller. Program Director in First Year Experience. River State University.
Ms. Miller has been in higher education for 17 years. She has a bachelors in Spanish and
Psychology and a master’s in higher education administration. After taking some time for
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exploration after graduating college, she went to River State University to obtain her master’s in
order to find out “why my study abroad experience had been so impactful” (personal interview,
July 10, 2020). Upon graduation, River State University was looking for someone to lead the
First Year Experience program at the school and so Ms. Miller took the position and has been
there ever since. She explained:
The things that drew me to study abroad certainly fulfills me in the first year experience
in terms of culture change and adjustment to new environments and what we need to do
to prepare students before they start that experience (personal interview, July 10, 2020).
Ms. Graham. Associate Director of University Cultural Center. River State
University.
Ms. Graham has been in higher education for 10 years. She has a bachelor’s in
psychology and a master’s in counseling and personnel services. She is currently pursuing her
doctorate in counseling and personnel services – college student personnel. She graduated from
River State University and immediately started in the master’s program after several mentors in
student affairs and academic affairs helped her see a path in higher education. Her graduate
assistantship turned into a full-time position at the end of her master’s degree. She works in the
cultural center with student development, minority scholarship recipients, multicultural student
organizations, and coaching, advocating, and programming for underrepresented minority
students.
Mr. Martinez. Program Coordinator for the Latinx/Hispanic Initiative in the
University Cultural Center. River State University.
Mr. Martinez has been in higher education for two years. He graduated from both District
Alpha and River State University. He has a bachelor’s in public health education and is currently
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pursuing his master’s in counseling psychology. He came into his position after meeting a Latinx
mentor during his undergraduate studies who encouraged and guided him along his path. Upon
college graduation, he worked for a nonprofit on professional development for District Alpha in
equity work. Next, he became a bilingual instructor at a school for new immigrant students to the
United States in District Alpha. Two years ago, he started at River State University as the
Hispanic/Latinx Initiatives Program Coordinator. He does coaching, advocating, and programing
for Latinx/Hispanic students on campus.
Archived document collection.
Research question number two asks: In what ways do secondary teachers prepare
students for the non-cognitive skills needed in college? In order to specifically name pedagogical
techniques, I asked each participant to provide electronic documents that demonstrated effective
methods for teaching the non-cognitive skills either at the secondary or postsecondary level. The
protocol interview questions asked for participants to share these electronic documents
immediately following the interviews. Each participant was asked to provide archived
documentation of lessons, presentations, and/or assessments that demonstrated the critical noncognitive skills that participants named in their semi-structured interviews. In chapter four, I will
refer to the documents as named in Table 4 below. The table gives a brief overview of what the
document entailed.
Table 4
Archived Document Collection
Document Name:

Document Overview:

Document A:
Identifying Cultural
Resiliency to Assess the

Exercises to self-reflect and apply personal competencies in the
classroom setting.
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Brilliance of Every
Student
Document B: The Road
to Resilience

Strategies for building resilience.

Document C: Next
Generation Personal
Finance

Lesson plan on learning personal finance concepts, such as
credit scores, saving, and investing.

Document D: Summer
Bridge Programming
Agenda

Overview of events for a summer bridge program at River
State University.

Document E:
Mentorship Program
Results

Overview of results from a mentorship program at River State
University between first generation students and a financial
institution’s employees.

Document F: Test
Expectations

Instructions for how to prepare for a test in a social studies
classroom at Butterfly High.

Document G:
Metacognition Log

Exit slip that includes self-reflection and self-assessment
responses.

Document H: SelfAssessment Exit Slip

Self-assessment form that asks high school students to indicate
what 21st century skills they used for the day in class.

Document I: Montessori
Thematic Cycle Guides

Opening documents for interdisciplinary themes, such as
advocacy and resilience.

Document J: Undecided
about a Major
Presentation

Slide show on how to think about deciding on a major in
college.

Document K: General
Studies Orientation
Course Syllabus

Course overview for first year experience course, including
self-reflection, major exploration, wellbeing action planning,
etc.

Document L: Preparing
for High School and
Beyond

Presentation on transitioning and overcoming challenges in
new settings.

Document M: College
Prep 101

Senior checklist for college in terms of paperwork, finances,
and leaving home.

Document O: The Power Slide show on different techniques for sharing one’s personal
of Storytelling
story (ex. Videos, drawings, song tracks, 6-word memoirs,
Presentation
etc.)
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Data Collection
The data collection for this study was completed in two phases, which started in June
2020 and ended in August 2020. The first phase of the study was semi-structured interviews with
eight postsecondary student success practitioners from River State University. The interviews
were conducted via virtual video conference due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Each interview
lasted between one and one and a half hours. I used Zoom video recording and the Otter
application to record and transcribe these interviews. The interviews and recordings were deleted
upon completion of the transcriptions. During each interview, I asked participants to send
electronic documentation of lesson plans, presentations, assessments, etc. that demonstrated the
non-cognitive skills that the interviewee deemed necessary for college success. In the seventh
protocol interview question, I asked:
How are you currently instructing the non-cognitive skills that are missing when first
year students arrive? How do you suggest secondary teachers teach non-cognitive skills?
Can you provide lesson plans or professional training documentation on how skills
are taught at the university [electronically]? (Appendix D).
There were 10 interview protocol questions, which allowed room for additional questions if the
participant spoke to something that needed further explanation. The protocol surveys and
questions for these interviews are found in Appendix C and D.
The second phase of the data collection was semi-structured interviews with five
secondary teachers in District Alpha at Butterfly High. The interviews were conducted via virtual
video conference due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Each interview lasted between one and one
and a half hours. I used Zoom video recording and the Otter application to record and transcribe
these interviews. The interviews and recordings were deleted upon completion of the
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transcriptions. During each interview, I asked participants to send electronic documentation of
lesson plans, presentations, assessments, etc. that demonstrated the non-cognitive skills that the
interviewee deemed necessary for college success. In the sixth protocol interview question, I
asked:
What are some effective ways in which you incorporate non-cognitive skill training in
your classroom? Follow-up: Can you provide documentation of rubrics, lesson plans, or
projects that teach these non-cognitive skills [Send electronically if necessary]?
(Appendix B).
The semi-structured interviews had a list of ten questions for every participant to answer, but
with flexibility to ask additional questions based on the direction of the interview. The protocol
interview surveys and questions are found in Appendix A and B.
Table 5
Data Collection with Phase and Time
Data Collection Type

Phase 1:

Phase 2:

Total Time in
Field:

River State University
Informational Survey

June-July 2020 –
1. 5 hours

1.5 hours

River State University
Semi-structured
Interviews

June-July 2020 –
12 hours

12 hours

River State University
Document Collection

July 2020 – 4
hours

4 hours

District Alpha
Informational Survey

July-August 2020 – 1
hour

1 hour

District Alpha Semistructured Interviews

July-August 2020 –
7.5 hours

7.5 hours

District Alpha
Document Collection

July-August 2020 –
2.5 hours

2.5 hours

TEACHING NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS FOR COLLEGE

Total:

17.5 hours

11 hours
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28.5 hours

Creswell and Poth (2018) explain that case study research incudes “in-depth data
collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual
material, and documents and reports) (p. 96). I triangulated my study by collecting multiple
forms of data. First, I collected informational surveys from both the postsecondary student
success practitioners and the high school teachers. Creswell and Poth (2018) explain personal
document collection as individually produced (p. 162). Second, I completed semi-structured
interviews with postsecondary student success practitioners and high school teachers. According
to Brinkmann and Kvale (2015), “an interview is where knowledge is constructed in the
interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee…. [An interview] attempts to understand
the world from the subjects’ point of view, to unfold the meaning of their experience, to uncover
their lived world” (p. 3-4). Third, I collected archived documents from the postsecondary student
success practitioners and the high school teachers. According to Creswell and Poth (2018) these
documents could fall under the category of personal (created by the interviewee) or
organizational (created by the educational institution at which the interviewee works) (p. 163).
This triangulation of the data will help to build the trustworthiness of the study.
Data Analysis
As the researcher, I served as the primary instrument of data collection and analysis
(Merriam, p. 179). Using the detailed data analysis methods of Huberman and Miles (1994), I
completed three phases of analysis. Huberman and Miles (1994) call on the research to “write
codes and memos, note patterns and themes, count frequency of codes, note relations among
variables, and build a logical chain of evidence…” (p. 184). After reading the transcripts from
my interviews and analyzing the archived documents, I completed holistic analysis, which is
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analysis of “the entire case” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 100). I narrowed in on the analysis of
themes or “a few key issues for understanding the complexity of the case” (Creswell & Poth,
2018, p. 100). The findings section in chapter four will lay out the holistic analysis of the noncognitive skills necessary for college and how secondary teachers can be a source of social
capital in teaching them. As Erikson (1986) indicates “the general lies in the particular” and the
findings can be transferred to similar urban low-income, high minority districts around the
United States.
The first phase of data analysis involved journaling and memo writing during the
interview and document collection process. This allowed me to organize my thoughts and
bracket any personal bias. I developed initial codes that I was hearing repetitively throughout the
data collection process. This process allowed me to assess if my study had reached saturation of
the data. When I began to hear the same answers to the protocol questions, I knew that I had
enough participants in the study. The second phase of data analysis involved taking notes while
reading the transcripts and documents. During this phase I wrote with pen and paper and did
open coding for each line of the transcript and document for every interviewee. Emergent codes
from phase one can be found in Appendix E. From the handwritten notes, I re-read the open
codes and started identifying repetitive codes. The higher the frequency of the code or
synonymous code, I highlighted it on the paper. From the open coding process, I found 51 codes
for Research Question One and 50 codes for Research Question Two. The open codes are found
in Appendix F. Finally, in phase three of data analysis, I collapsed the emergent codes into
themes. I noted the relations among the codes and created a theme that encompassed the codes
that related to one another. Collapsing the codes into themes took three rounds to land on the
final themes. Upon finalizing the themes, I sent the collapsed themes to my participants for

TEACHING NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS FOR COLLEGE

62

member checking. Merriam (2002) explains, “member checks take data and tentative
interpretations back to the people from whom they were derived and ask if they were plausible”
(p. 31). Participants had two weeks to review the themes and raw data. Eight of thirteen
participants responded and confirmed the themes. Five participants did not respond. They were
sent two reminder emails. Once confirmed by the majority of my participants, I wrote my
findings section with rich quotes from the interviews to ensure validity and remove personal
bias.
Table 6
Data Analysis and Cycles of Coding
Phase 1:

Phase 2:

Phase 3:

Journaling and memo writing
during interview process to
mitigate bias and bracket
personal opinions.

Reading the transcriptions for Collapsing the open codes
open coding with pen and
into clusters of terms that
paper. Line by line coding for related.
emergent codes.

Identifying codes to look for
saturation of the data in
following interviews and
documents.

Second reading of transcripts
to affirm first round of open
coding. Typed codes into
Word document. 51 codes
found for research question
one and 50 codes found for
research question two.

Taking the clusters of terms
and developing them into
themes that connected to the
specific research questions.

Transcribing the interviews
and analyzing the documents
allowed for emergent codes
to come forth.

First and second round
readings of documents for
open codes. Added to the list
of open codes in the Word
document.

Re-confirming themes two
more times to solidify the
relationship between the
codes and make sure that I
was mitigating any personal
bias.
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Sent confirmed themes to
participants for member
checking with raw data
quotes from each individual
participant that explained
how the theme was
developed. Participants were
given two weeks to provide
feedback.

Trustworthiness
By interviewing and collecting artifacts from both high school teachers and
postsecondary student success practitioners, the trustworthiness of the study is enhanced as
perspectives from both sides of the college transition period are being explored. By coconstructing meaning with participants and member checking after the thematic coding, the
researcher is able to mitigate personal bias. The triangulation of data comes from interviews with
secondary and higher education professionals and artifacts that demonstrate non-cognitive skills
being taught in high school classrooms and artifacts that demonstrate the non-cognitive skills
necessary for college at the university level. Triangulation and multiple participants being
interviewed allows for internal validity in the study. Reliability is reached through the rich
description of the interviews, including an appendix with questions, plus details of the data
analysis process will allow the study to be replicated in other urban, low-income, high-minority
districts throughout the United States.
Trustworthiness for this study is achieved through completing member checking of the
coded themes with my participants. According to Guba (1981), member checking is a component
of credibility. During my research, I kept a log and analytic memos, which can be accessed upon
request of the researcher. These items provide an audit trail, which affords external audit
confirmability. Finally, the use of three forms of data collection allowed for a triangulation of
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data, which is also part of the external audit of credibility. For transferability, I provided a thick
description of the participants, the setting, the interview length, the recording procedures, and the
interpretation of the data (Guba, 1981). I acknowledge my bias as a current secondary teacher in
District Alpha and gathered “multiple sources of information” in order to present my case study
with trustworthiness (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 96).
Table 7
Guba’s (1981) Trustworthiness Construction Applied to the Present Study
Methods and Analysis Credibility
Considerations
Prolonged
engagement and
persistent observation

X – June –
August 2020

Peer review or
debriefing

X – methods
expert checkins during
coding

Member checking
with participants

X – 2 week
period with
themes and raw
data quotes for
support

Triangulation

X–
informational
surveys,
interviews, and
archived
documents
used.

Thick description

Transferability

Dependability

Confirmability

X

X – context,
participants,
and interviews
given in great
depth to
mitigate bias
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X – dissertation
committee and
both educational
institutions IRB
boards reviewed
study plan

X

X – research
positionality
statement given;
bracketing used
in journals

Positionality Statement
As a secondary educator, I argue that ACT benchmarks are not holistic in preparing
District Alpha students for college. The students I teach need interpersonal and intrapersonal
skills to prepare them to thrive in college. For example, I contend that District Alpha high school
teachers need to teach communication, time management, study skills, and perseverance to
students in order for students to navigate the higher education arena. College is not simply about
cognitive abilities—college requires skills of independence, relationship building, and decisionmaking. A student is not college ready simply because he or she knows math, English, and
reading. Standardized tests are not a fair measure of student ability. My experience as an
educator has demonstrated that teachers are a critical piece of student success. That is why it is
important that the participants in this study co-construct the meaning behind District Alpha’s
current college readiness instruction.
I am a white, middle-income female with seven years of teaching experience in District
Alpha. I completed my high school education at a Catholic, all-girls high school in the
southeastern United States. I do not have the same public school experience as the students in
District Alpha. I had the benefit of cultural capital at home and in my extracurricular activities
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that allowed me to develop non-cognitive skills alongside my high school classwork. I
participated in student government and athletics through which I developed skills such as
leadership, collaboration, and confidence. Not only did I benefit from cultural capital, but I had a
strong social capital network from my family. I have three older sisters who attended college
before me. I have a mother with a graduate degree and a father with a medical doctorate. I was
not a first generation student like a large percentage of District Alpha students. I serve as the
mentor for many of these students who are attempting to access college for the first time in their
family. I offer insight into the application process, scholarship opportunities, financial literacy,
housing accommodations, and more. I obtained my undergraduate degree from a small, liberal
arts school. I acknowledge that my middle-income upbringing, private education, and continued
education allowed me access to resources that not all students, parents, or teachers in District
Alpha have.
I completed a literature review of quantitative and qualitative studies focused on the noncognitive skills necessary to persist and graduate from college. The literature argues that high
stakes standardized tests are not holistic measures of college success. I operate from a social
capital theoretical framework, in which I believe that teachers, counselors, coaches, friends, and
family are a critical support group for propelling students through college. In order to check my
bias, I used memo-ing and journaling throughout the process and thick quotes to put my
participants’ voices forward instead of my own. I co-construct the meaning of the study’s
findings with my participants through member checking.
Chapter Four: Findings
The two research questions explored in this study are:
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1. What non-cognitive skills do secondary teachers and postsecondary student success
practitioners believe low-income, underrepresented minority students need for success in
college?
2. In what ways do secondary teachers prepare students for the non-cognitive skills needed
in college?
The study used social capital theory to examine the role of teachers as a form of capital in
helping to instruct the non-cognitive skills needed for students from low-income,
underrepresented minority backgrounds to succeed in college. As Lin (1999) explains social
capital is “investment in social relations with expected returns” (p. 30). This study examines the
potential of secondary students investing in social relations with secondary teachers in order to
learn the critical non-cognitive skills for college identified by the network of student success
practitioners. The definition of success in college for this study is graduating with a degree
within six years of high school graduation. When analyzing the data, four themes emerged for
each research question. The semi-structured interviews and archived documents highlighted four
themes for the non-cognitive skills needed for low-income, underrepresented minority students
to succeed in college: 1) a growth mindset to think critically and problem solve in a challenging,
new environment; 2) the intrinsic motivation to be in college and self-discipline to manage the
workload; 3) effective communication to ask for help and build a network of support; and 4)
reflective storytelling to uplift lived experience and internalize resilience in an academic setting.
Social capital is applied to research question number one because the educators are the data
source. In their relationships with students from low-income, underrepresented minority
backgrounds, they were able to name non-cognitive skills that they knew from experience were
critical to student success. The four themes that emerged for research question two in the ways
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that secondary teachers prepare students for the non-cognitive skills needed in college are: 1)
applying curriculum to the real world by modeling and reflection exercises; 2) creating a college
setting in the high school classroom with high expectations for all; 3) establishing student
relationships by being a genuine teacher; and 4) decentralizing standardized testing—centralizing
community dialogues on equity and inclusion. Social capital is found in research question
number two because the participants identified secondary teachers as a critical and influential
guide group in the process of instilling the aforementioned non-cognitive skills in students. Table
8 presents these findings.
Table 8
Findings for Research Questions 1 and 2
Research Question 1:
What non-cognitive skills do secondary
teachers and postsecondary student success
practitioners believe low-income,
underrepresented minority students need for
success in college?

Research Question 2:
In what ways do secondary teachers prepare
students for the non-cognitive skills needed in
college?

Theme 1: A Growth Mindset to Think
Critically and Problem Solve in a
Challenging, New Environment

Theme 1: Applying Curriculum to the Real
World by Modeling and Reflection Exercises

Theme 2: The Intrinsic Motivation to be in
College and the Self-Discipline to Manage the
Workload

Theme 2: Creating a College Setting in the
High School Classroom with High
Expectations for All

Theme 3: Effective Communication to Ask
for Help and Build a Network of Support

Theme 3: Establishing Student Relationships
by Being a Genuine Teacher

Theme 4: Reflective Storytelling to Uplift
Lived Experiences and Internalize Resilience
in an Academic Setting.

Theme 4: Decentralizing Standardized
Testing—Centralizing Community Dialogues
on Equity and Inclusion

The following sections will give details on each respective theme and demonstrate support for
the emergent themes by providing rich quotes from the data.
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Research Question Number One Findings
For research question number one, the purpose was to create a consolidated list of the
most important non-cognitive skills that low-income, underrepresented minority students need to
graduate from college within six years of high school graduation as named by the social capital
group of high school and postsecondary educators. Degree attainment in the six years includes
both 2-year and 4-year institution diplomas. The data collected for this research question
included interviews and document collection from both secondary teachers and postsecondary
student success practitioners to provide perspectives of educators on both sides of the transition
from high school to college. After thorough data analysis, I was able to collapse the emergent
codes from the interviews and documents into four themes that capture the most important skills
for low-income, underrepresented minority students to persist and graduate from college.
A growth mindset to think critically and problem solve in a challenging, new
environment.
The emerging codes that led to this collapsed theme included repetitive statements on the
need for critical thinking, problem solving, and individual growth. Other terms that fell into this
category included discussions on digging in and pivoting, adaptability, grit, vulnerability to try
new things, innovation, initiative, reflection on learning, exploration, and an abundancy mindset.
All of these references pointed to a need for students to expect obstacles in college and to use
creative lines of thinking to overcome them and forge ahead. To organize the data that supports
this theme, I created three subcategories: 1) overcoming obstacles through critical thinking, 2)
understanding that life is not linear, and 3) self-reflection for growth.
Overcoming obstacles through critical thinking.
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Two archived documents that helped to establish this theme included Document J:
Undecided about a Major Presentation and Document L: Preparing for High School and Beyond
Presentation. Document J provided activities for first year college students to tackle the immense
decision of declaring a major. The presentation offered self-reflecting on what lens students want
to see the world through. Document L detailed how students could brainstorm different times in
their lives when they had experienced a transition and then to self-reflect on how they could
apply those problem-solving skills to the challenges they might face in high school and college.
These activities allowed high school students the space to recognize a challenge and assess the
necessary resources to overcome it.
In the interviews, Mr. Martinez explained the need for a growth mindset in the following
statements:
And then another one would be listening and honoring your intuition. You know, I think
that this one is tricky but, I mean, I guess, I guess this would be under you know critical
analysis. I would define intuition as it's like, creative juices from the mind and spirit
coming together to help guide you in your present task, something like that. It's like,
yeah, like your mind and your heart and your spirit, have something to tell you with what
is happening currently, and I think you should at least consider it. That's it. Consider it
(personal interview, June 25, 2020).
Mr. Martinez emphasized critical analysis and using creativity to handle any situation that
presents itself in college. In the same vein, Mr. Vincent stressed a need for having a growth
mindset and trying new things to overcome obstacles. He stated:
Having that growth mindset. “I’ll figure this out.” Believing in themselves and their
ability to meet their goals. When things go wrong, they figure out how to make a change

TEACHING NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS FOR COLLEGE

71

rather than give up. Trying new things, so if...I had a student tell me one time that they
didn't have good study habits in a particular class. So, I said “Okay well tell me what
you've tried for this class.” “Well, I tried flashcards, I did this, I did that.” And they gave
me this list of like five different things that they had tried. “I'm like you have amazing
study habits. This is really, really good. You may not have found what works, but this is a
great start, so we can work with that.” But students who are willing to do that—to try
new things… They are willing to be vulnerable and to develop an understanding of where
they need to improve, and then try to do that (personal interview, July 10, 2020).
Mr. Vincent shared experiences with students who recognized that they needed to improve their
study habits and surround themselves with a supportive academic network. With these proactive
problem-solving mindsets, Mr. Vincent explained that they were able to graduate.
Ms. Graham stated, “I would add one—critical thinking—so being able to look at things
from a different perspective” (personal interview, July 14, 2020). Ms. Graham shared an
experience with a student who identified as low-income and underrepresented minority who
wanted to become an architect but didn’t think it was possible due to her ACT score. Ms.
Graham expounded:
I'll tell you a story. I had a student... the highest she got was a 19 on the ACT she took it,
like, three times. And she got here, and we were talking about majors and she's like “You
know, I've always wanted to be in architecture” and I'm like “Okay well let's look at
Engineering School” and she was like “I can't get in.” And I was like, “What do you
mean you can't get in?” And she was like “well when we came to orientation you know
we met with the units and they talked about the ACT scores that you had to have, and you
know overall mine isn't that good.” I was like “Okay so we'll do all the extra steps. You'll
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take…the Arts and Sciences route, and then you'll transfer into Engineering School.” She
transferred into Engineering School…She has a 3.8 or higher...Her semester GPA has
never been lower than a 3.8. And I think her cumulative has never been lower than like a
3.6, so she's outperforming everybody in her cohort really in Engineering School
(personal interview, July 14, 2020).
Ms. Graham explained that this particular student simply needed to know that options were
available. With the help of Ms. Graham, the student was able to overcome the ACT score barrier
and demonstrate that she was perfectly capable of the workload in the engineering school. Ms.
Miller also highlighted the importance of problem solving to overcome barriers during college.
She explained:
And one of those things is really that advocacy and initiative that, you know, we know
that things are not going to go perfectly for any student. And so, in that moment that they
don't get the grade they wanted, they just realized that they owe the university $4,000 and
don't have any clue where it's going to come from, bad situation either at home or in the
residence hall... whatever crisis moment they encounter. What are they going to do about
it? Are they going to bury their heads in the sand and pretend like they didn't see that
email or just avoid, avoid, avoid whatever that situation is or are they going to take
initiative and figure out a way through the problem? (personal interview, July 10, 2020).
No matter what the circumstance, Ms. Miller emphasized a need for students to face their
problems directly to keep moving toward their degree attainment. Ms. Lee shared the same
sentiment with her story:
That was something I noticed that they really truly struggled with is just…when they're
presented with a challenge sometimes, they just want to quit. They don't want to do it.
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Right? For example, they fail an exam, which is unfortunately common with our students.
They fail the first exam. Some of them… and they're like, “I just want to quit. I want to
quit college.” And I'm like “No, no, no. Don't do that. It's just one exam.” Like we have
to kind of help them reframe it and put it in perspective. It's just one exam. (personal
interview, June 29, 2020).
Understanding that life is not linear.
To better prepare students for the growth mindset mentality in college, Dr. Anderson
stressed a need for K-16 educators and student mentors, in general, to clarify to students that:
Life is not linear and therefore, yes, you could major in accounting and you can become
an accountant, but the majority of people don't have that linear path and us owning that
and communicating that early, but not only communicating it building the system of
which they're defining their path as they go, right? You're defining your path. I think
could be so much more powerful for our students, because then they remember that this is
all work in progress, right? It's such a, I mean, gosh, you know, like we...we all do this
charade where each other where we've got it all figured out all the time. Failure and what
is failure? And you know, like, failure just means that we're learning more about
ourselves (personal interview, July 1, 2020).
Dr. Anderson highlighted that the American culture around education and careers needed to be
more transparent and realistic so that exploration and pivoting in life become acceptable norms
for students. She emphasized:
In America right now, we think that like, we're on the moving sidewalk of life, right? So,
the moving sidewalk of life means we go to kindergarten, you know, K-12, we're doing
what we're supposed to do, and then we enter college and then we're supposed to exit
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college and we're supposed to have a job. Right? And so, there's no agency. There's no
engagement. There's no, I mean, it's smooth, right? There's no stumbling, right? Like
there's no decisions….And god, college is just not that. And so, if we set students up to
believe that as long as you get in college, you're a success, then we have failed them. It
takes so many steps to climb. And then it's going to take a while to find the right fit
career wise. And you can be in one career for 10 years and switch, right? We change
careers. We change paths. We change friendships. We change, you know... our values
adjust (personal interview, July 1, 2020).
By embracing change and the knowledge that life is not one directional, Dr. Anderson argued
that students from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds would feel more
confident in their ability to problem solve and grow themselves frequently throughout the college
experience. Ms. Moore followed this point by stating:
And so, you know, if the kids don't have experience, or they think they're gonna fail,
they'll check out…or they'll turn into to, you know, a negative behavior display,
something like that. And so, at that point, there needs to be an agreeable culture within
the school between the students, the teachers, the parents and the administration that
struggle is necessary. And everything is not going to be easy. And that part of developing
those soft skills is working on those...those moments where you struggle, mentally, and
you struggle emotionally because you're having those doubts, or you're having a rattle in
your confidence, and it's important for you to move beyond that in order to do well… but
I think, you know, having a little bit of awareness of some differences so that when you
get to college, if you feel like you're not in your lane anymore, that that's okay. And how
do you then navigate that? What skills do you need to then reshuffle your plan, but still
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complete your new plan? I think that would be important (personal interview, July 27,
2020).
Self-reflection for growth.
Participants emphasized that a critical piece to the growth mindset skill is an ability for
students to self-reflect and see areas for improvement in their academic pursuits. Ms. Miller
questioned:
And so how do we help students make sense and make meaning of their experience? And
therefore, I think learn to understand more quickly what's going on and how to use that
moving forward, whether it's improving upon that skill set or action or just understanding
that you've had this experience and what it means to you (personal interview, July 10,
2020).
Dr. Williams also supported self-reflection for personal growth. She stated, “self-reflection is
something that I am increasingly convinced is a valuable soft skill that should be incorporated
more often throughout our curriculums” (personal interview, July 28, 2020). Mr. Martinez
detailed why the self-reflection piece is so important for one to grow and overcome problems. He
explained:
I guess what I'm getting at with the reflection piece is I mean, you don't get anywhere...
yeah, I mean you got to stop and see where you've been to know where you're going to
go, you know? So, I think the whole idea of valuing reflection and sitting down to
actually do it on your own... having the discipline and dedication to sit down and do
it…That I think is a really critical one if we want to see self-development and collective
development…within ourselves. (personal interview, June 25, 2020)
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This first theme stresses the need for students to build up their problem solving and
critical thinking skills so that they are able to overcome issues that arise in college, either social
or academic. More importantly, the participants stressed the need for students to realize that life
is not linear and changing directions is normal. By self-reflecting on the problem and having a
growth mindset to tackle those problems directly, the participants in this study explained that the
students will be better equipped to persist and graduate from college.
The intrinsic motivation to be in college and the self-discipline to manage the
workload.
The second theme that emerged as a necessary non-cognitive skill for college success for
students from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds is having the intrinsic
motivation to want to be in college and the self-regulation to study effectively, manage their
time, and get the work completed. Some of the codes that shaped this theme included: desire,
belief in oneself, knowing why you are there, agency for life, attitude, self-regulation, selfdiscipline, self-motivation, confidence, and accountability. The three subcategories for this
theme are 1) intrinsic motivation to be in college, 2) self-discipline to manage the workload, and
3) added stress on low-income, underrepresented minority students.
Intrinsic motivation to be in college.
Mr. Vincent explained the concept of having an intrinsic motivation for being in college
with the lived experience of one of his advisees.
A student, in particular, that I've told the story to lots of other students after her…she
failed everything for like three semesters. And she was taking massive amounts of loans.
This is the first time where and only time because of the result that happened that I
actually lost hope. I didn't think this student was going to make it. And I had a
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conversation with her. She wanted to come back the next semester, and I essentially told
her that I didn't think it was a good idea. And she responded with something like, “No,
I'm going to come back and I'm going to do well.” She did come back…She had all A's…
I was just completely floored and proud of her and disappointed in myself for not
realizing that this is where she really was. It was great, but what made her different…was
that attitude of, “I know where I am, I know who I am. I know what I can accomplish and
I'm going to do it” (personal interview, July 10, 2020).
Mr. Vincent went on to explain that many students do not know why they are in college. When
he asked his advisees why they came to college, many of them indicated that no one had ever
asked them that before. He highlighted that the students who did have a reason for being in
college were better equipped, mentally, to overcome obstacles along the way. For instance, he
shared:
Going back to the reason for being in college, like I have one student who fits your
population and her goal is to get a PhD in something related to mental health. She's Black
and feels that there's not enough representation among Black community in mental health
field. And from day one that I met her, that was her goal and she is so driven by that, that
she makes everything else work because she wants to meet that goal. And she's had a lot
of challenges, but I've never been concerned about her because she uses that to drive her
in it. It sort of compensates for the other things that she doesn't have. For example, the
students who tell me tell me “I'm not I'm good at math,” which most of them do. She
would say, “I'm not good math, but I'm gonna figure this out. I'm going to do well.” So,
students who essentially believe in themselves, and then their ability to meet their goals,
but if they don't have that goal, they have nothing to believe in and they're not worried
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about the ability to meet the goal because they don't have one (personal interview, July
10, 2020).
Ms. Graham also stressed internal motivation being an indicator of college success. She
explained, “I would say it’s the GPA, but also the students’ own intrinsic motivation because
even despite all those issues, they were still committed to saying “No, I’m going to college’”
(personal interview, July 14, 2020). The perspective that students needed to have an internal
drive to be in college specifically was a common thread throughout the interviews. When asked
about what non-cognitive skill was the most important for college success, Ms. Johnson readily
responded:
Probably the greatest one I would say would be self-efficacy. Um, so, do they actually
have the belief that they can accomplish the task in front of them? Yeah, I
would…because if you believe that you can do it, then you'll do it. And you'll be able to
persevere through the difficulties that say that you can't do it. But if you've been
continually told or you think that you can't do it, then it'll become a self-fulfilling
prophecy at some point (personal interview, July 16, 2020).
The participants explained that intrinsic motivation was critical to student success because
students needed to know why they were in college in the first place. Participants found that
students struggled at higher levels when they did not feel a purpose for the workload.
Self-discipline to manage the college workload.
In addition to intrinsic motivation, participants emphasized that students had to have the
self-discipline to make their goal of degree attainment a reality. Most participants indicated that
students needed to know how to manage their own time, study effectively, and organize
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themselves to succeed in college. Ms. Moore explained how intrinsic motivation and selfdiscipline go hand in hand:
I think, um, you know, the personal responsibility, time management, those are some
things, you know, just some ownership of understanding a schedule and your obligations
and how to organize them in such a way that doesn't become a situation of
procrastination, or stress induced weekends, you know, just any of those kinds of things.
If a student, doesn't have, you know this ability, to have some, some intrinsic drive, some
time management, the ability to chunk or summarize something, you know, some of
those little things, um, then it's going to be really, really difficult… (personal interview,
July 27, 2020).
In a second high school teacher perspective, Ms. Turner explained the connections between
internal drive and self-regulation to manage the college workload. She stated:
That self-regulation of, I should not have to sit on you 24/7, if you expect to get a
bachelor's degree because there is not going to be anybody there that's gonna hold your
hand all four years... like it's just not…So I think, again, more accountability. You know,
whether it's study skills and making sure they understand how to do this without having
someone over their shoulder. I know Butterfly High, we've been working a lot on trying
to teach in a way that's student driven learning…kind of trying to push that intrinsic
desire to learn, because if they don't have that they're not going to graduate because if you
don't have that as an option like in your mind, there's no other option. “I’m going to
graduate. I'm going to get out of here….I'm going to succeed at this” (personal interview,
July 21, 2020).
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Ms. Turner provided Document F, which laid out her test expectations for the class. The
expectations included a segment about students being able to gather and bring materials on
testing day. She explained that this taught the students self-regulation in their ability to organize
and properly prepare for a summative writing assessment in her course.
Added stress on students from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds.
Ms. Miller detailed out how a low-income, underrepresented minority student often have
to have even more self-discipline due to helping family with finances and childcare while in
college. She stated:
But it's a whole different world in college. So, you know, being able to plan and manage
your time, your finances takes a lot more work than most students are accustomed to. So,
then you couple that with “Alright, I'm struggling a little bit trying to get caught up” and
then you couple that with “I've got lower test scores, um, you know, I might need to be
working harder in my classes. It might take me longer to complete this work or longer to
write my paper or I need to be willing to go use the Writing Center or math tutoring or
whatever.” And there's more...There's more pressure on the time that you do have
available. And we haven't even talked about how work and outside family pressures
impact a student experience. But again, when we're talking about low-income
students…so many of them worked and had to work and balancing work and school and
so many of them are also contributing in their household. Sometimes they had family
members that were excited that they were in school, sometimes they did not. So, they
were still expected to care for siblings and maybe contribute financially to the household.
Plus, do all of their work and do it well. And it was just... it's a lot of pressure…And so
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having that skill is really important. A lot to balance and you know, you really have to
want to be here (personal interview, July 10, 2020)
Dr. Anderson also spoke to the point of specific time restraints of low-income, underrepresented
minority students who are working and committed to family obligations during their college
experience. She elucidated:
The financial piece is so huge for higher ed… as it gets more and more expensive, you
know, becomes less accessible…And so you have to have your own internal you know,
intrinsic motivation, you've got to be driven…Like, you know, it's such a privilege to go
away and try to engage in the life of a college student... That a lot of our students in
District Alpha, you know, are not able to do that, right? You know, we know that in
communities of color, right, being connected to the family, and …they’re very communal
in nature, right? And so, like the Hispanic/Latino population, it's much more important
for them to stay home and continue contributing, you know, to the home financial
standards and the home cultural, you know, familial sense of community than to go live
on campus. Like, why would you live somewhere else? …so, it's such a cultural
element….If you look at higher ed studies, right, it's like, oh, well students like live on
campus and get engaged and you know, are in all those student organizations, like they're
more likely to persist and graduate on time. Right? Well, it's like who does that? You
know, it's the students who financially can…But that's just not the normal experience for
students that come from, you know, the District Alpha profile…And higher ed is slow to
address/adopt to that (personal interview, July 1, 2020).
Many participants acknowledged that the self-discipline for students from a low-income and/or
underrepresented minority background oftentimes are different in terms of time and financial
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management. Therefore, the internal drive to graduate from college was a critical non-cognitive
skill to help motivate the students to persist and graduate.
Overall, the participants emphasized a need for students from District Alpha to have a
reason for college and not simply go because society structured life in a linear pattern of K-16
education into a career. Participants at the high school and college levels found that a will to
succeed could overcome ACT scores, financial difficulties, and unforeseen obstacles in college.
With drive and self-regulation skills to put the goal into action, more students from low-income,
underrepresented minority backgrounds could attain their degree.
Effective communication to ask for help and build a network of support.
While participants called on students to have the self-discipline skills for time
management and study skills named in the previous theme, high school and postsecondary
educators stressed the importance of students being willing to ask for help and resources along
the way. The codes shaping this theme included: asking for help, resourcefulness,
communication, networking, developing relationships, cross-cultural communication, code
switching, and interpersonal skills. The three subcategories for this theme are 1) destigmatizing
asking for help as a weakness, 2) positive impacts of asking for help, and 3) cross-cultural
communication and code switching.
Destigmatizing asking for help as a weakness.
Speaking from the perspective of a college professor, Dr. Williams discussed the issue
with many students not being willing to ask for help. She stated:
Also, a willingness to ask for help. I am astonished at how many of my students will not
ask for help until they are in absolute crisis mode. So, and this is a constant complaint of
professors all across the postsecondary system, but why do students never come to our
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office hours? What... if you didn't understand something in class come to my office
hours, right? You should just be checking in once a week and I have tried that with some
of my underperforming students or students in crisis. And for some of them it helped. For
some of them they've come once or twice and then they stop coming. And I think, “Nope,
just keep coming. Right? We can work through this.” But I think that the willingness to
approach their instructional faculty is something that I would love to see more of those
students engage in (personal interview, July 28, 2020).
Dr. Williams provided archived Document D, which was an overview of a summer bridge
program for gap population students (i.e. Underrepresented minorities, low-income, and/or first
generation) seeking careers in healthcare. The document highlights an emphasis on facultystudent dinners at which students could talk openly with faculty members about college and
really humanize professors as individuals. By humanizing the professors, Dr. Williams explained
that students would be more comfortable and willing to approach their faculty and ask for help
when necessary. Dr. Williams encouraged more secondary teachers to bring their students onto
college campuses in order to normalize it and make college personnel more accessible.
Following up on Dr. Williams point about students not attending office hours, Ms. Lee explained
why many low-income, underrepresented minority students tend not to seek out faculty. She
explained, “Sometimes [students] figure out that office hours are not hours the professor is
working and not busy. Office hours are for students to come in and ask questions. Some students
don't know that. They have no idea. You have to actually educate them on that particular piece”
(personal interview, June 29, 2020).
Mr. Vincent aligned with Dr. Williams in students lacking the skills to ask for help at the
postsecondary level. He explained:
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I don’t like using this word. It sounds so negative, but deficit in asking for help, knowing
how to seek resources, things like that… resourcefulness is key… when a student comes
to campus, particularly if they don't have strong family support, they don't know how to
find help, won't find help, and I feel like the students that come to our office already have
an edge because they were willing to respond to outreach and come to a meeting. And to
me, that always tells me they're ready, in a small way, to make this work. And I'd like to
see more students come in with that problem solving... “I'm not doing well. What can I
do? Where do I go? Who do I talk to?” mentality. (personal interview, July 10, 2020).
The participants agreed that learning to communicate with people to advocate for help and
resources is a critical skill to college success because it affords the student a community of
support on the campus itself.
Multiple participants highlighted the fact that oftentimes, students from low-income,
underrepresented minority backgrounds did not ask for help because they either saw it as a
weakness or did not know how to approach a faculty or staff member. Ms. Robinson explained:
And then the somewhere along the way, messaging about asking for help being weakness
drives me crazy. So, one of my biggest pieces of advice and has been for a long time is to
advocate for yourself. That there are all these resources and all these people ready to help
you, but they don't know that you need the help until you ask, and that's not a sign of
weakness, that's actually, like, I say the most successful people are the ones that do that,
you know? The ones that take advantage of all these services. I put it in money I say if
you pay for those student fees that help support all these different services. If you don't
use them, you're wasting your money (personal interview, June 28, 2020).
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Ms. Miller also uplifted the lived experience of low-income, underrepresented students who
didn’t realize they could ask for help. She stated:
There has to be a want and a willingness to ask for help when something comes up and
even an understanding that it's okay to ask for help, which when I, you know, when we
talk about underrepresented students and low-incomes students, you know, particularly in
in our first generation population, there's this tendency to feel like you can't ask for help.
Gotta do it on your own. To not recognize all that they've been through and what power
and experience comes from that (personal interview, July 10, 2020).
Ms. Miller provided Document E to the study, which included the results of a mentorship
program between first generation students and financial institution employees. The results
indicated that students who participated had higher rates of retention, higher GPA averages, and
higher mean credit hours earned. This highlights the need for effective communication between
students and networks of adults who can offer valuable resources for college success.
Dr. Anderson also spoke to the vulnerability of asking for help and seeing it as a strength
instead of a weakness. She stated:
Build a relationship where you can be vulnerable with a staff member and be like, “Why
the hell am I here?” is gonna set you up probably for more success than having strong
scores and a facade that you're okay. . . I do think being able to advocate for yourself and
ask for help is so important…So if you don't, if you don't let us in, right, then we can't
help. So, making sure students know that vulnerabilities is an important skill, both to
make a social network, right, you have to put yourself out there, but also to utilize the
resources at the university (personal interview, July 1, 2020).
Positive impacts of asking for help.

TEACHING NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS FOR COLLEGE

86

On top of demystifying the fear of asking for help, many participants explained how
impactful asking for help could be for specific students, especially from low-income and/or
underrepresented minority backgrounds. Ms. Graham shared a story about a female student who
decided to drop out because she lost family members in a shooting and started failing her classes.
Ms. Graham explained to the student:
There's something called a compassionate withdrawal. We can get these grades taken off,
and then we can submit a leave of absence so that your scholarship is still in place, and
she had no idea that any of those things could, or even possible to be done and we end up
with a lot of students who are in these situations where, what I like to refer to as life
happens... they have all these life happenings that impact how they start to do
academically and they're not aware of all of these different resources and these options at
the university level that can kind of help...If you can communicate and you can have a
conversation with someone to say this is what I need, you can probably get pointed to the
resource (personal interview, July 14, 2020).
Ms. Lee also shared a story of how communicating led one student to multiple improvements in
his college experience. She shared:
I actually had one student who was paying for school on his own and he did not realize
that he did not complete… like he thought like the FASFA was like automatically filled
out at one point, but it had never been filled out….And I was like “Oh my goodness! Like
you got to fill out the FASFA. You've got to do that. You can get money from this.” And
found out he was Pell grant eligible…It affected him in several different ways. He got to
take more credit hours….He got to pursue some additional opportunities with research
opportunities on campus, for example….Got to do federal work study as well working
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with a biology professor in the department. So, it just really affected him in all these
different ways (personal interview, June 29, 2020).
Cross-cultural communication and code switching.
In the vein of asking for help, many participants stressed the need for students from a
low-income, underrepresented minority background to consider the cultural differences in
communicating with higher education professionals. The participants indicated that students
needed to internalize their cross-cultural communication skills as an asset that could be used to
navigate various settings. Mr. Lewis explained:
Minority students speak a totally different language. We have a plethora of languages
inside of English. To start with standard English, and then unfortunately by race they are
still different... by races different languages of English is coded language that exists…...
we have to teach our students that there are...there's the relaxed language of being at
home, and then there is the language of education and business. So, what we find is
students code switch. Students will code switch, depending upon... minority students,
definitely code switch, depending upon the situation. It just is something that exists. So,
we have to prepare them for that… So, we have to teach students, the differences in that.
How to respond appropriately (personal interview, July 23, 2020).
Ms. Turner also spoke to the ability to code switch when she highlighted communication as an
important skill for college success. She stated:
Now for my African American students where (and I mean African American not from
the continent of Africa directly, you know a few generations here at least) for those
students so many of them and I was reading some studies recently, it's almost as if they
are English as a second language students. Depending on parental level of being able to
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speak, you know, as you say, the king's English does make it a little bit harder. It does.
Um, as far as being able to be successful in school. And so for me, both my parents were
in education, so that was an important thing for me to be able to code switch and to go be
able to speak Ebonics or African American vernacular English, I think is now the correct
term for it, be able to speak Ebonics and then still be able to switch back and forth to
where everyone can understand me that speaks English and mainstream, you know,
teachers can understand me as well, so I think it depends (personal interview, July 21,
2020).
Mr. Lewis and Ms. Turner emphasized that code switching was a critical skill for minority
students in particular to advocate effectively for themselves on a college campus. Mr. Martinez
named this skill as cross cultural communication and uplifted the ability of students to navigate
communication in a casual and professional setting. He explained:
Continuing on a thread of interpretation, but even more than that is cross cultural
communication. And this being, you know, not just being able to speak multiple
languages but also being able to communicate amongst... in a professional setting and in
a casual setting. Being able to speak to children and adults. Being able to speak to, to,
you know, acknowledging who your audience is type of… type of deal.…This is a very
positive, very positive…It's like paying attention to what you have and what you don't
have. And so, it's like, so I am resourceful, in the, you know, I have my mentor. I'm
resourceful in that I am bilingual. I am resourceful in that I am sitting here, being able to
talk. So even these little things of acknowledging just how resourceful you are. You and
your community. Because community is so big in the Latinx community, period. And so
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being able to constantly recognize the abundance and the resourcefulness within yourself
(personal interview, June 25, 2020).
Mr. Martinez stressed the importance of students recognizing their skills in being able to
navigate communication across language barriers, age groups, and settings.
Communication was a theme across the participant interviews and archived documents.
This theme shows that many students enter college without the ability to ask for help or with the
mindset that asking for help is a sign of weakness. The participants indicated that when students
recognize communication skills as a sign of strength, students are able to access more resources
to help them thrive in the college setting.
Reflective storytelling to uplift lived experience and internalize resilience in an
academic setting.
The final theme that answers research question one is the non-cognitive skill of students
being able to tell their lived experience story in order to recognize their own strength and
resilience and to demonstrate to others what they have overcome to pursue their college degree.
Many participants indicated that most students from low-income, underrepresented minority
backgrounds do not translate the grit and stamina that they have developed in their personal lives
to the academic setting. According to the interviews and archived documents, if students had the
opportunity to reflect on their lived experiences individually and in group settings, they would
build up their confidence and apply their personal resilience to academic resilience. The codes of
analysis that shaped this theme included: ability to articulate skills of lived experience, cultural
identity, street sense to survive anything, stress of policing, financial and family obligations,
finding one’s voice, and identifying personal accomplishments. The two subcategories for this
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theme are 1) postsecondary student success practitioners’ calls for student storytelling and 2)
secondary teachers’ calls for student storytelling.
Postsecondary student success practitioners’ calls for student storytelling.
Ms. Graham explained that if people gave students who identify as both low-income and
underrepresented minorities the opportunity and believed in them, they would have higher
college success rates. She elucidated:
There are many stories that I can think of that I'm sure other people across the university
can think of where the student on paper, they may not look like the most academically or
the greatest prospective student, and when they got here, they just need somebody to
work with them through the things that are happening in their life. And a lot of the noncognitive stuff to get them to a place to where they are a well-rounded student…where
they have, you know, different things to offer in different areas and I think if we could do
a better job of not assuming what a student has or what they need and actually having a
conversation with them to kind of figure out what they need, I think that we would be in a
better place….I would say one [non-cognitive skill] they need, and most of them have:
resiliency. There's a lot of students who come in with just a whole lot of stuff that you ask
them about their life history, and you like you can make it through anything. And so, I
would say definitely resiliency (personal interview, July 14, 2020).
Ms. Graham called on educators to allow students the space to be able to share their stories and
demonstrate the many skills and talents that they bring to a college setting. Mr. Martinez
supported this sentiment when he discussed his students in the Latinx community at River State
University. He talked about how his students needed supports in understanding how their cultural
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identity could have a place within the primarily white institutions of most United States colleges
and universities. He explained:
I had very little Latinx role models to look up to, in terms of education. …that's kind of what
it's like to live to be Latinx here in the South of the United States is like it's very different
very different from, say the West coast where there's generations on generations of
established...of established resources, and people and whole families. You know, whereas
here in the South, it's very it's new ground for Latinx folk…We do coaching to students
where we not only talk about the grades, we also talk about their identity. We talk about how
they're doing spiritually. We talk about all of the different facets that allow them to integrate
their culture into their academics, is what we really... is one of the things that I know in my
practice that I that I try to push for, and work with. The second way is through events and
programs, so I provide very intentional programming for Black and Latinx folk. And that,
that means, again this identity development piece... that means celebrating culture (personal
interview, June 25, 2020).
Mr. Martinez highlighted the journey that Latinx students travel in college and shared his
personal experience as a First Generation Latinx student at River State University:
And as a Latinx person who's First Generation like it's because of those people who are
willing to be the voice of my grandmother, my grandfather, who are in Mexico, they you
know, they grant me that space to listen to me when I'm..., you know, to listen to me when I
want to celebrate something or when I'm sad about something. They're there to...they're there
to hold that space for me…When I tell you, college takes a village for Latinx student, it takes
a whole village. Like those people that are there with you letting you know when you've lost
sight of yourself, it's those people who are sitting in front of you to hold the mirror up and let
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you know that you're brilliant, you're resourceful, and they're the ones that are telling you
why constantly like I know it's hard but listen, you, you went through this and you've come
so far. I just want you to know I'm right here with you. And yeah, and you're doing it, you
know you're doing this work you're doing this work, not only for yourself but for the
generations to come, things like that (personal interview, June 25, 2020).
Mr. Martinez encapsulated the need for students to honor their stories by stating:
I think it's that piece of becoming more prideful of where you're coming from that I think
at the end of the day… is really the piece that sustains students and gets them to
graduate…. So, the whole idea is that different cultures have different lived experiences.
For example, one specific one for Latinx folk is having to interpret for your parents. If
their First or Second Gen here, you become the interpreter and you know you don't get
paid for that. You didn't even sign up for that, but it's a skill that is gained throughout that
child's life. And so, I think if you know District Alpha could do better in capitalizing on
those lived experiences... showing the student how meaningful they are in society…
(personal interview, June 25, 2020).
Mr. Martinez provided Document A, which is a lesson plan on identifying one’s cultural
resilience. The lesson plan includes activities for allowing students the space to learn
competencies and apply them to their personal lives in order to recognize their own resilience.
Other postsecondary student success practitioners agreed with Mr. Martinez’s sentiments
on honoring a student’s lived experience. Ms. Lee explained that many students may not hit the
college readiness benchmarks on a standardized test, but when they write a personal statement on
why they should be let into the university, they are admitted. This highlighted the impact of
students being able to verbalize their lived experience and use it to navigate the academic arena.
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Ms. Robinson also shared how she encouraged students to tell their stories in order to recognize
their own resilience. She shared:
…how we can coach students and particularly the ones that you're talking about, to tell
their story, because a lot of times that can get them admitted that maybe wouldn't have
gotten them admitted before. That can get them, you know future scholarships and I think
in telling their story, they become more confident in who they are and understanding the
resiliencies that they have because they are resilient. And that's a huge factor for success
in college, they've got to identify it and own it. So, you can teach how to tell your story
and not to be ashamed of it but to be proud of it, you know, and really talk about it. A lot
of times they don't think they've struggled. I had a student who was couch surfing and
was like, yeah, like it was normal. Like no, that's not a normal thing. That's a major
struggle when you don't know where you're sleeping. No, that's major resiliency that
you're still coming to school every day (personal interview, June 28, 2020).
Ms. Robinson also provided Document O, which was an entire lesson plan that she does with
high school and college students on storytelling. The lesson plan provides numerous ways in
which students are able to share their story in a manner that is most comfortable, such as creating
a video, song playlist, artwork, or poem.
High school teachers’ calls for student storytelling.
At the high school level, the teacher participants shared the same perspective that many
students from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds had lived experiences that
needed to be shared so that the students and the educators could recognize the strength and
resilience that the particular student came to school with each day. Ms. Johnson explained that
oftentimes the students did not recognize the resilience that they had from their own personal
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experiences and she really had to talk with the student to make them internalize their many
strengths. Ms. Johnson shared:
Interestingly, I do think with the population that you're discussing, they have a lot of
these soft skills in non-academic areas. So, I feel like, generally, not 100% of the time,
but like I feel like they've had to overcome great difficulties or social difficulties or
perceived difficulties, and they have great grit and they have great self-confidence and all
of these things. Um, but then they don't translate that experience to an academic setting.
So, I've spent a lot of time saying to my students like “Hey you know when you like
didn't give up after you went to like the 14th funeral in one year because like you had
family members passing away for whatever reason, like that, that grit, you need to apply
that to reading, even though reading is much harder... like it's hard for your brain... like
the stamina is hard.” And they just they don't get it. Like they don't understand how that
that skill can transfer to what's happening in the classroom (personal interview, July 16,
2020).
Another secondary teacher, Ms. Davis, explained the importance of students recognizing that
learning can take place outside the classroom walls and resilience can be found in all realms of
life. She stated:
So I feel like number one and this is something that as a school I really love that we're
doing is trying to, to break down the classroom walls…You know, like so trying to kind
of like, bridge these existences so that it's not just like, here's where English class lives
and then here's where, you know, activism in your community happens, but that these
two things can be the same…Last semester, our cycle theme was resilience. So, we talked
about like, what does that mean? Why do some people bounce back when you have
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somebody who's got, you know, something terrible, traumatic happened to them and one
person goes to jail and can't get over it and the other person becomes Oprah, right? Like
how, like, how does that work? And so, as we talked about that in class…And the math
teacher used it as a way to kind of like reframe, because a lot of kids just say, “I’m bad at
math.” And it's like, how can we reframe? You know what happened to us in our early
math instruction that made us feel that way? And so, it became much more of like a...
she’s a former social worker, so hers was much more of a therapeutic approach like, like,
growth mindset and, you know, let's change our attitudes about math. For me, it was like,
it was an easy way to... I did it through like, you know, journaling and narrative writing.
And then we also read like The Glass Castle. And so, it was like, we were able to kind of
like talk about resilience both as like a theme in our literature, but then also a theme in
our own selves and our own writing (personal interview, July 23, 2020).
Ms. Turner highlighted the resilience of her high school students in a story about an activity in
psychology class when students stood up who had a parent in jail. She explained:
When I have 60% of my class, Black and White because I do have White students at
Butterfly High… that stood up and say, “Yes my dad's in jail...my mom's in jail... my
grandma's jail... my uncle.” Like it impacts in so many different ways. They talked about
“Yeah it's hard because he missed all my basketball games, or he missed all this, and he
missed that, or she missed this... you know or she's still in jail for drugs.” So, I think,
economics play a big role definitely on things. A lot of my kids live in
communities…where it's completely over policed, so it's so much extra stress. And that's
not to say that those who are other races don't go through stress, but it's so much extra
stress that a lot of my kids has to deal with that their White counterparts, even on the
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same social economic level do not have to deal with. And I think that also impacts our
education because if you're just trying to survive, you can't be that stress over, you know,
Mr. Smith's math test today, you know? (personal interview, July 21, 2020).
Ms. Turner demonstrated that the personal lives of her students affected their ability to perform
in their academics, but if the students had the opportunity to connect their personal lives with
academics, they could better translate their resilience skills to their schoolwork. Ms. Turner went
on to explain that:
That's something really important because they have not only the book sense in so many
ways, but they have the street sense. They have that common sense to where you
could…some of these kids I teach you could put them anywhere and they would survive.
And to have that type of skill and then book intellect with it, they just need the
opportunity. They just need the push to be able to get there. And then also to not be kind
of put in that box, so that's the one thing I would like to get across is that it's not a
throwaway school. No kid in District Alpha is a throw away kid. And any of them are
capable of anything (personal interview, July 21, 2020).
The theme of reflective storytelling calls on educators to allow a space for students to share their
lived experiences. By being able to share their stories, educators can help students to recognize
their internal resilience and apply that to their academic pursuits in college.
Research Question Number Two Findings
For research question number two, the purpose was to explore the pedagogical
approaches needed for secondary teachers to effectively teach the non-cognitive college success
skills named in the themes for research question one to low-income, underrepresented minority
students. Applying Lin (1999)’s theory of social capital, secondary teachers could provide the
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“flow of information” and “reinforcement of identity” for low-income, underrepresented
minority students to succeed in college (p. 31). The data collected for this research question
included interviews and document collection from both secondary teachers and postsecondary
student success practitioners to provide perspectives of educators on both sides of the transition
from high school to college. After thorough data analysis, I was able to collapse the emergent
codes from the interviews and documents into four themes that capture the most important ways
in which high school teachers can instruct the non-cognitive skills named above.
Applying curriculum to the real world through modeling and reflection exercises.
The first theme that emerged as a response to research question number two was that
secondary teachers need to apply curriculum to the real world. By providing time for reflection
exercises and modeling how to apply content to current events, secondary teachers would allow
students the space to think critically about how they can bring their lived experience to the
classroom and the classroom to their lived experience. The codes that helped to shape this theme
included: refining expression through writing, metacognition logs, questioning techniques,
teaching networking, financial wellness, and study skills, modeling and providing exemplars,
time management through chunking, and reflection exercises on personal growth. The following
data provides support for the participants emphasizing the importance of applying learning to
real life scenarios through modeling and self-reflection exercises in order for students to draw
connections to their own lives. The two subcategories of this theme are 1) self-reflection
exercises to apply content to one’s lived experience and 2) teacher modeling of applying
curriculum to real life experiences.
Self-reflection exercises to apply content to one’s lived experience.
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As an English professor, Dr. Williams explained a need for allowing secondary students
the opportunity to write simply to write. She explained that oftentimes secondary teachers were
too critical of student writing, which was a disservice to students embracing the writing process
as of form of self-expression. She stated:
We'll come back to writing, you know, writing is something you've been doing for 15 years
by the time you get to college, but it's, it's scary. Writing is always scary, and it always feels
like a kind of exposure of the self, right? That people feel way more judged about the writing
they produce than they do about almost any other type of performance they do in an
academic setting….But when it comes to something like writing, they feel like they have to
get it perfect. And I'm... a lot of this, I think does have to do with writing instruction in the
secondary school, where it has become the place where they are judged and always judged
negatively. In our writing, we're always told what we've done wrong. And very rarely are we
told what we've done right (personal interview, July 28, 2020).
In her interview, Dr. Williams described writing as a means of self-reflection through which
students could develop who they are, but to be effective she explained that high school teachers
needed to encourage students to focus more on what one was trying to express than the letter
grade. Writing needed to be integrated into daily activities so that students would feel confident
in their written expression in college courses.
Dr. Anderson also called on high school teachers to allow space for student reflection on
their skill sets. She explained that the issue for many students is that they do not have the
language to articulate their skills. By helping students process their learning and lived
experience, both verbally and through written expression, Dr. Anderson argued that students
would be better equipped to advocate for themselves in college. She stated:
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…giving students the language to articulate their skills is powerful, right? So, I think the
development in the language is also important…students are like, really dismissive,
right? Like, “Oh, I'm a Hollister model.” I'm like, “I don't know what that means. Can
you tell me about your job? Like, why is your title model, right?” And it's a customer
service representative. Right? So, it's like, you need to use that language because that's
the language of work, right? Model is a specific role in the world, right? It's like
sandwich artists, like “All I do is make sandwiches at Subway.” “Okay, well do you
adhere to health code, right?” Like “Do you use the cash register? Do you have to
balance it?” Whatever, right? And so again, like we just dismissive of all that. We're
dismissive of what we do every day. And I think we all just need the language to
understand. Like do a project and then help the students then articulate what was different
about that experience… You know, having students articulate even if it's like reflection
work instead of verbally… about what was challenging, right? You know, what did they
contribute? You know, like, what did they learn about a classmate? (July 1, 2020).
Dr. Anderson demonstrated that self-reflection allowed students the means of applying their
lived experience into a transferrable skill that could be used in the classroom or a career. Ms.
Johnson also highlighted the importance of secondary teachers guiding students in self-reflection
in the classroom through concerted efforts to pause and reflect on the skills being used to
effectively complete assignments or survive in their personal lives. She called on teachers to
model how to articulate skills during the learning process. She explained:
When curriculum or experiences in my classroom have the opportunity to like… be
brought up like “Hey guys, let's pause for a second and think about like what is the skill
that you're exhibiting here? Like, is this is this self-efficacy? Is this grit?” Like, I would
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just stop and point out to them like what it is and how this helps them and try to translate
their experience, which they're often told...and which often is so completely unique and
different than the rest of the world and to bring honor to that experience as something that
is teaching these skills (personal interview, July 16, 2020).
In addition to reflecting on what skills students used with classroom content, Ms. Johnson
emphasized the need for high school teachers to encourage students to apply classroom skill
development to real life in order to uplift their personal capabilities. She stated:
One way to teach these skills, could be in self-efficacy, specifically, could be to show
students the connection between what is happening outside of school in their lives and the
skills that they've built through those experiences, and how this test, or this metric, or this
assignment is just another manifestation of difficulty, and they already know how to
overcome difficulty. They just need to apply that same mindset to this academic task
(personal interview, July 16, 2020).
Mr. Martinez called for self-reflection in the secondary classroom as a verbal processing
experience particularly for Students of Color who needed a space to uplift their identities to feel
whole. He expounded:
And I feel like a big skill or something that teachers could help facilitate is the skill of
dialogue amongst people…because many of the Black and I would say... I will just speak for
the Latinx culture. It's a culture of silence mainly. You know there's problems in your house.
You can feel them. You live with. But it was, you know, honestly for a lot of Latinx folk it's
not until their 20s, or it's not until way later in life that they actually get to name what they've
been through. And, or even know other people that have gone through the same thing. So, I
feel like the more spaces that can be created to share lived experiences and struggles and, and
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also to celebrate, where, where we, how far, people have come…And I feel like that's where
true healing comes in and... And I feel like when we talk about Black and Latinx populations
is that... that's the reason I feel like they... that's one of the reasons why they don't succeed,
you know, and because like I said they can't afford to be whole. I would say, white people...
And when I say white people I mean, people who, who have been, who are established here,
here in the United States, they can afford to be whole because when they go to school, their
culture... they never feel like they leave home, honestly, because when they go to school, it's
just a continuation of what they have at home. However, that is much different for many of
many Black and Latinx students because they got to go back to…Some people are way more
distanced than others... in other parts of town. So, it's just when, when you start to remove
yourself, you really start to question whether you belong (personal interview, June 25, 2020).
Mr. Martinez emphasized spaces for self-reflective, open dialogues in secondary classrooms for
students from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds to internalize their resilience
and effectively communicate for themselves. Ms. Graham agreed that real world application was
the most effective learning experiences to engage students from low-income, underrepresented
minority backgrounds in non-cognitive skill development. She connected real world application
to her high school social studies teacher. She explained:
He would put [the content] in a way that connected it to some sort of real-world situation.
Almost like a case study for the situation. And so, within that, obviously that helped us
with more than just learning the content, but the application piece in terms of the impact
and significance and how that could relate to real life. And so I would say just offering
more opportunities for students to be able to relate the content that they're learning in
school to some sort of real world/real life scenario and being able to use some of those
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skills like communication [and] critical thinking, to help them work through that
(personal interview, July 14, 2020).
Ms. Graham, Dr. Williams, Mr. Martinez, Dr. Anderson., and Ms. Johnson all vocalized a need
for high school classrooms to allow the space for self-reflective writing and discourse in order
for students to make meaning of the content in connection with their own lived experience.
Document G: Metacognition Log and Document H: Self-Assessment Exit Slip, both provided
high school examples of in class activities for students to self-reflect at the end of the lesson and
identify the non-cognitive skills that they used in the class lesson, such as “thinking critically,
communicating clearly, and managing goals and time” (Document H, provided by Ms. Moore,
collected July 27, 2020). By making reflective expression a norm, secondary students would be
better equipped to communicate for help in college and internalize their own personal resilience
to persist in their academic pursuits.
Teacher modeling of applying curriculum to real life experiences.
In order for high school teachers to teach application of course concepts, the participants
encouraged secondary teachers modeling the skills for students. Ms. Moore emphasized:
I think it's, it's in modeling from the other people that they see within the building... other
adults…I teach an AP bio class. So, if I'm talking about students writing very technically,
for a free response question, then I'm going to provide an exemplar. I'm going to say like
“Hey, this is what I'm looking for. Like this wasn't necessarily perfect, and that's not the
goal, but the goal is to take a set of instructions, be able to read them and understand
what's being asked, be able to interpret what it is that you know, and how to choose the
words properly, to be concise, but also clear, and then use that as a benchmark to say like
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this is really just kind of a very simplistic checklist of how you do this. You read, you
interpret, you act” (personal interview, July 27, 2020).
Mr. Lewis also explained that application of material through the real world was effectively
taught through modeling. He described a geometry project for his class of female students. He
explained that he asked his students to create a container for lip gloss. In turn, he found his
students to find real excitement in the assignment. He recalled:
And the girls are saying “Is it clear? Is it red? This is strawberry.” I say, “That's okay,
that's fine, whatever you want in it, but it's got a hold two ounces of lip gloss.” “Okay,
does the tip of it need to be slanted?” And I will always respond “You mean like a cone?”
because it's a geometry class…. So those kinds of soft skills I have to weave into what
they're talking about. What makes sense to them (personal interview, July 23, 2020).
Ms. Moore and Mr. Lewis both demonstrated how they could model application of class
concepts to the real world in both a formal and informal manner. Both examples demonstrate a
need to relate the material to their students whether it be with a student exemplar paper or a
project based around student interests. In connecting the course content to one’s lived
experience, participants explained that students from low-income, underrepresented minority
backgrounds are better able to access their critical thinking, self-discipline, and resilience skills
in an academic setting.
Ms. Davis explained the secondary teacher role in the application of course curriculum to
the real world as being:
What the Montessorians like say "the guide on the side" where I help kind of curate a
classroom environment and ask certain questions, but then I really leave the students
alone to create their own knowledge and create their own learning. So, through that, I
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think that being able to ask the right questions, to, to be able to find their own sources and
feel confident in their own sources to be able to make connections between learning and
their own experiences and to value those experiences as just as relevant and important, as
you know, anything that's like written in a book 100 years ago, you know, there are
certain, like universal experiences, but a lot of them that have been, you know, identified
as part of the Canon only really express the experiences of dead, white men and so how
relevant is that to how we live now? (personal interview, July 23, 2020).
Ms. Davis demonstrated that by asking guiding questions, students could draw their own
connections between classroom skills and the real world that would be much more meaningful
and empowering than having a teacher-centered classroom where all of the information comes
directly from the teacher down to the student. Ms. Turner also encouraged secondary teachers in
their questioning techniques to help guide students in asking questions that could prove
beneficial to their academic success. She stated:
So like kids love to ask inappropriate questions. I think sometimes it's a matter of asking
the right questions. So instead of asking, you know, "Ms. Turner, you know, when's the
first time she lost her virginity?" Instead of asking me those questions...so we do the
human development unit for psychology, how about we ask questions about "Hey Ms.
Turner, I know you went to a Black college. Do you have any friends that went to Clark
Atlanta? You know I'm interested in going there that could talk to me. Or, you know, you
said that you worked at a vet hospital. Do you still talk to the veterinarian there? I'd like
to go talk to him because I'm interested in that." So I think maybe it's just a matter of
pivoting that focus from something inappropriate just for shock value to something that
would actually benefit them because we have such a plethora of resources, you know,
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available to a lot of us, especially just network wise from people we went to college with
or, you know, former careers (personal interview, July 21, 2020).
By providing the modeling, Ms. Turner explained that students could improve their
communication skills and be prepared to ask for help and resources in the college setting.
In this first theme, the participants expressed a need for high school teachers to provide
modeling content application to the real world and spaces for written and verbal self-expression
so that students from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds would have the
opportunity to identify and name the non-cognitive skills that they had developed and apply them
to their academic work.
Creating a college setting in the high school classroom with high expectations for all.
The second theme that emerged for research question two was that secondary teachers
need to create classrooms that are more reflective of the college setting in order to prepare lowincome, underrepresented minority students for college. Creating a college classroom would
push students to develop the necessary skills to have self-discipline in managing the college
workload. In addition, holding high expectations for all students would push them to think
critically and problem solve in new situations. Some of the codes that led to the creation of this
theme included: emphasis on high expectations, schoolwide culture of perseverance and grit,
avoiding grade inflation, career and major exploration, lecture format with less group work,
constant writing practice, AP/Dual Credit professional development, scaffolding assignments for
long term assignments in college, inviting college professionals to come speak, and bringing
high school students onto college campuses to make it a norm. The two subcategories for this
theme are 1) creating a college setting in the high school classroom and 2) setting high
expectations for all students.
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Creating a college setting in the high school classroom.
To create a college setting in the high school classroom, Dr. Williams called on District
Alpha to bring high school students physically onto River State University’s campus more often.
She explained:
Let [District Alpha students] live in dorms. Let them interact with professors. Let them
get a taste of what college looks and feels like.... just because you...and we are all hesitant
when we go to a place that's entirely new to us, right? So how do we remove that
newness? How do we make this a part of their world? A part of their horizon of
expectations? And I think part of that is just the physical location. Bring them to campus,
let them do stuff on campus…And not just as visitors. Not a day pass, right? Spend some
time here. Get comfortable here. Make it a place that you own in some way (personal
interview, July 28, 2020).
In the same vein, Dr. Williams called on high school teachers to do professional development
with college faculty and professionals in order to have conversations on the expectations in
higher education. She expounded:
We bring college faculty into those Dual Credit classrooms. They work pretty closely
with their District Alpha colleagues in terms of thinking about what needs to happen in
those classes, so students are prepared to start at the college of education… I think that's
actually a pretty good model. I think if we extended our dual credit programs out to more
schools, that that would be a good way to make sure that there's some continuity for those
students in terms of expectations between secondary and postsecondary education
(personal interview, July 28, 2020).
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In order to create an authentic college setting in the high school classroom, Dr. Williams called
on both high school students and teachers to gain experience on college campuses and in
working with college faculty directly.
Ms. Miller suggested that high schools integrate a college orientation course similar to
what first year college students take. She explained that having a developmental course in high
school would put students at an advantage for the study skills needed in coursework and the
planning process for deciding on a major. She illuminated:
Every student needs a planning system and that just needs to be part of something
somewhere…I would say that it would be worthwhile to explore, at least in high school,
some sort of academic experience that mimics an academic orientation course…I do
think that setting time aside for reflection, career exploration, you know someone
checking in about time management… And If it's done really well, I think students would
get a lot out of that at every phase of their academic journey. So I would love to see life
skills of this sort built into the traditional academic curriculum, K through 12...scaffolded
for every age range, with learning outcomes for every age range, so that by the time they
are a junior and senior and begin in earnest thinking about college, these are not new
things that you're trying to teach them…that personal reflection, the exploration of, you
know, how does that turn into job possibilities (personal interview, July 10, 2020).
Both Dr. Williams and Ms. Miller proposed using professional development and resources
directly from a college to create a more rigorous high school setting aimed at preparing students
for obtaining a college degree if that was their intent. Document K was a course overview of the
General Studies course 101 for River State University students that provided an overview of the
skills and resources that first year college students need to succeed. Both Dr. Anderson, Ms.

TEACHING NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS FOR COLLEGE

108

Robinson, and Ms. Miller highlighted a potential for using the curriculum in the high school
classroom to better prepare students for higher education.
Other participants offered teaching strategies that would be applicable to college, but that
could be integrated into the high school classroom in more subtle ways. Ms. Lee stated:
Do more problem solving skills. So, any, any kind of activities that can help them with
solving an issue on their own... I think that'll help them be better equipped to get into
college because a lot of college is, problem solving, because you have that freedom and
you're out on your own (personal interview, June 29, 2020).
Ms. Lee encouraged high school teachers to have their students think critically about who to
network with if an issue arises so that they have that experience for when they arrive on a college
campus all alone. Mr. Robinson also called on high school teachers to create a college setting
simply by creating a classroom structure that mimics college. She told a story:
When I walked into it history class...it was AP history... and the teacher had them in a
half circle...all facing in and they were sort of debating and conversing and talking…but I
just watched for a minute because it's like, oh, this is a college class like it was so cool to
see…Because it was it was very much that you know discussion and learn from each
other and it was just such a different format (personal interview, June 28, 2020).
In a similar manner, Ms. Johnson talked about how high schools needed to format their actual
instruction in a similar structure to college if students were going to be best prepared. She
explained the problem of students being unprepared and not graduating from college as:
I think is because there's such a difference between the pedagogical methods that we use
in high school versus what we use in college. So, we're told in high school, “Don't
lecture! Don't lecture! Do more collaborative group activities.” But then, I mean I haven't
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been in a college classroom in 10 years, but like, my college was all sit and get, and you
had to have the stamina to read the books on your own, and to sit and listen to the lecture
without being distracted. So, I think that that could be, like, we're not actually preparing
them for the environment of college (personal interview, July 16, 2020).
By creating a college classroom feel both in terms of classroom layout and pedagogical
instruction, the participants indicated that students from a low-income, underrepresented
minority background would become more comfortable with the college setting if they elected to
pursue a college degree.
Setting high expectations for all students.
A secondary component of this theme came in the form of secondary teachers holding
high expectations for all students, no matter if they fell into gap populations of being first
generation, low-income, and/or underrepresented minority students. The participants argued that
lowering expectations for these students was racist and often set students up for failure if they
chose to pursue a college degree. Ms. Moore spoke to this issue in depth. She explained:
I think sometimes there's some subconscious lowering of expectations that sometimes
happens with certain demographics or there's a fear of failure, or feel fear of advancement
in certain students that causes people to question whether certain protocols will work in
certain schools… I think a lot of it comes down to really high expectations and allowing
kids to experience failure to grow their perseverance to ultimately succeed by whatever
definition that is in a postsecondary world… if I'm being honest, like I think we
collectively in education, so not just at my school or whatever, I mean I think this is a
national issue that we have issues of grade inflation. We have issues of accepting
mediocre work as rigorous work. We have moved into some situations of varied
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instruction that is so significantly different from what a student might receive in a college
setting that a student may have no experience with the type of instruction they're getting
in college that they don't know how to deal with that…(personal interview, July 27,
2020).
Ms. Moore explained that high expectations could change the college readiness level of many
students and afford them the skills to succeed in high education. She exclaimed:
I want their experience to be vigorous. I want them to work for it, but I also want it to be
hard. You know that you have to put in a lot of work to really reap that reward. And I
want the administration to understand that students are not going to be performing at top
level from the get-go, and that, that that process of learning these skills is going to be
gradual and continuous and that teachers need to be supported with that…it shouldn't
have to be "When you get to college, someone's going to be hard on you, when you get to
college, someone's going to expect more of you." It should be that now, like I have you
now, and this is what I expect of you. And I think everybody in education, not just the
teachers, should be aware of that and should be aware of what that looks like and what
that takes (personal interview, July 27, 2020).
Ms. Turner also spoke to a need for high school teachers to hold high expectations for all high
school students even the ones who had extremely difficult lived experiences because that would
allow those students the stamina to persist in college. She explained:
I think it's so hard to find that balance of grace, but then also keeping them to a high
standard. I think so many times that I saw this as myself as a Butterfly High graduate. I
see this now as a teacher at Butterfly High and I've talked about the same thing with other
friends who teach at other school... so many times it's a kid will give a sob story and then
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automatically like it's an assumption that "you don't have to do this." Like you know "oh
you're going through too much. You can't do this" and so I think so many times it's...we
don't teach kids to balance as much as we should. Because yes, life is hard. You know,
we do need to give grace for times when kids have horrible things happen. You know I
know for so many of our kids things aren't even. The playing field is not. It's really, really
not. Poverty is not fun. It's not something that's going to give you a leg up, but on the
same token, if you want the degrees that you guys are wanting to get, you've got to learn
to balance because it's always going to be something. It is. It just always going to be
something, so I think I don't know if what we're teaching right now is going to get kids
out of school because I see it so many times it's just get them there (personal interview,
July 21, 2020).
Several River State University professionals also commented on the differences within District
Alpha in terms of schools and the level of expectations. Dr. Williams explained, “District Alpha
has a couple of signature schools from which we recruit a lot of students that are going to do just
fine no matter what their ethnic, or socioeconomic status background is because those high
schools are actively projecting college to their students” (personal interview, July 28, 2020). The
participants called for a disruption to this discriminatory norm by holding high expectations for
all students in order to best prepare them for the college setting if they elected that educational
pathway.
Overall, this theme emerged out of participant discussions of a glaring disconnect
between high school and college pedagogy and expectations. In order to best prepare students
from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds with the self-discipline, critical
thinking, and problem solving skills to succeed in college, participants called on secondary
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teachers to teach in a format more closely aligned to a college classroom and to hold their
students to high standards even if that meant students failing assignments and having to learn
from their mistakes to do better the next time.
Establishing student relationships by being a genuine teacher.
The third theme that emerged in response to research question number two is a need for
high school teachers to develop relationships with their low-income, underrepresented minority
students in order to encourage them in their non-cognitive skill development. By building rapport
and being authentic, participants explained that students would be more receptive to sharing their
personal lived experiences and developing the growth mindset, communication skills, selfdiscipline skills for college success. In addition, relationship building in high school would
encourage students to seek out help and resources from college professors and professionals. The
codes that helped to shape this theme included: cultural competence, cultural immersion,
removing implicit bias, establishing sense of belonging, building rapport, affirming intrinsic
motivation, building confidence in students, being transparent, deep introspection of self to
model for students, listening and empathizing with students, learning how to approach students
in crisis, and creating space for meaningful conversations. The three subcategories for this theme
are 1) cultural immersion teaching, 2) being genuine teachers, and 3) non-cognitive skill
instruction through student-teacher relationships.
Cultural immersion teaching.
With 18 years of teaching experience, Mr. Lewis emphasized the importance of teachers
learning the history and cultures of their students in order to gain the trust and rapport with them.
He explained:

TEACHING NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS FOR COLLEGE

113

You have to build a relationship with an individual I don't care who they are if you're
going to teach them anything. So, I would suggest our teachers have to learn. They have
to totally become immersed in whatever minority culture that they're working with at the
time, whether it be Hispanic, whether it be African, whether it be African American,
whether it be Samoan they have to be totally invested in learning it… I think this needs to
be at every university personally, whether it be HBCU or PWI. I think there ought to be a
course on cultural immersion (personal interview, July 23, 2020).
By the time new teachers arrived in a classroom setting with students from different ethnic or
racial backgrounds, Mr. Lewis indicated it was too late. They needed training in their teacher
preparation programs at the college level. By investing in the culture of one’s student population,
Mr. Lewis explained that the students would recognize that their teacher respected and honored
them. Ms. Turner also stressed the importance of secondary teachers having cultural immersion
in their student populations in order to build genuine relationships and in turn, help these
students develop their non-cognitive skill sets. She stated, “actual training like diversity training
and non-cognitive skills when it comes to minorities and the cultural differences that could be
interpreted different ways, depending on who you are and what have you” (personal interview,
July 21, 2020). Mr. Martinez also spoke to the need for District Alpha to uplift the cultural
differences in the student population through celebrations and relationship building. He shared,
“District Alpha could do better to fight that narrative of…listen, you don’t have to assimilate.
We want your culture to come into the classroom and we want to uplift it, to celebrate it"
(personal interview, June 25, 2020).
Outside of the secondary classroom, many postsecondary student success practitioners
also emphasized a need for a culture shift in the faculty on college campuses. Many participants
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explained that college faculty were out of touch with their student population and taught the
subject matter with no consideration for the lived experience of their audience. Dr. Williams
explained:
And I think many of our faculty do not have an accurate understanding of where our
students are coming from and what kind of lives they lead before they get there. Because
by and large, our faculty are middle class and upper middle-class backgrounds that had
the kinds of college experiences I did, you know? I work 10 hours a week in the cafeteria
for beer money, right? I never needed to pay my bills…And when I sit down and listen to
my student telling me about her drunk dad who sleeps on her sofa and causes all kinds of
chaos in her life, I think, Jesus, Lord, what would I have done? It's so hard to for a faculty
to truly understand the lived experiences of our students. And I think, again, that's
something I'm struggling with right now to think about how we get faculty to own student
success and part of owning student success is acknowledging the student in front of you
rather than the student you want. Right? Or the student you imagine or the student you
think you deserved in some ways. I think we have to own that dynamic. And I am not
sure faculty are doing that well, at the postsecondary level (personal interview, July 28,
2020).
Ms. Graham also spoke to the fact that cultural competence needed to be learned in both the
secondary and higher education arenas in order to best serve the students trying to earn a degree.
She shared:
I think that there's a huge, um, culturally, there's a lot of disconnect because... and it's not just
students of color who this happens to... I mean I've had students that I work with who…
white students coming from, you know, Appalachia who are having some of these same
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transition issues and people just don't...they either don't see it or they don't know how to
approach those conversations. And I think specifically with Black and Hispanic students,
there are more people who don't... who I think are very empathetic and sympathetic about
their situations, but they don't know how to approach it, because I've had people across
campus who will tell me, “something's going on with this student... can you talk to them?”
And I'm like “they were just in your office? Why didn't you?” They're like “well I don't
really have a relationship with them” ... “Well you can talk to them so maybe you can build
one” (personal interview, July 14, 2020).
Both secondary and higher education institution participants shared a fundamental need for
educators to receive cultural competence training in order to best serve low-income,
underrepresented students who were trying to access college and earn their degrees.
Being genuine teachers.
Building on these foundations of cultural understanding, Mr. Lewis called on teachers to
take an interest in the daily lives of their students. He explained how he could engage his
students in the classroom by talking about popular culture. He shared:
“Did you hear what Cardi B said,” and the girls’ eyes would light up man. Yes, those
conversations were acknowledgment to say that part of me is important. Okay, that's... it
gave them a sense of belonging that you paid attention. Now the same conversation I had
with another math teacher at a different school before I went to my last one. He got angry
and told me, “oh I'm not into pop music. I don't listen to that.” Okay… He could never
understand why his kids would never listen to him. Now, I'm a math nerd/math geek, I
can do that. So was he; however, I asked him, I said “man if you just budge a little bit,
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just learn what they're interested in, it's gonna work, you're gonna win” (personal
interview, July 23, 2020).
By creating connections with students, Mr. Lewis explained that teaching the non-cognitive
skills for college would come much more easily. Students would feel trust and respect in the
relationship and therefore listen to what their teacher told them they would need to be successful
in college. Ms. Turner also emphasized how impactful teacher authenticity could be to student
skill development in the classroom. She explained:
Then also to give them that time just to kind of build rapport…because I was having a
hard time first year because I don't want to get that sort of screaming. You know you
have those teachers that scream, I don't want to do that. And I also didn't want to you
know go in with an iron fist because then they're just gonna laugh at you and move on.
That was building that rapport to where maybe, you know, if we had that rapport and I
was willing to help you with that x y z, maybe you wouldn't go off this time, you know
maybe like “Ms. Turner, can I stand in the hallway for a second?” Like helping you selfregulate and maybe you'd be more willing to do work in my class... For me, it was trying
my best to find ways to connect with what they were talking about…And then also just
felt like sometimes you had those teachers with these icy walls. You never can get too
close to them because you don't know anything about them…So I tried to be as
transparent, you know, that was appropriate. And then to apologize. Some of them were
so surprised like if I messed up on something just simply saying “You know what? I
messed up. I'm completely sorry.” They were like "What? She said sorry!", like it was
just like a shocker type thing. So, I think to be, to me it was this year, it was just kind of
showing that I was human (personal interview, July 21, 2020).
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Making the same point as Ms. Turner, Mr. Martinez suggested that relationships could afford
better classroom management and in turn, student learning. He explained:
Whenever you put structure before a relationship, that's how you get an out of control
class, I feel like. You know whenever you don't take the time to build relationships with
the students and you don't really see them and hear them, they don't feel seen and heard
that type of thing…And so, so I think there has to be the, there has… one has to be
centered in that dialogue of community building. And that means relationship building
(personal interview, June 25, 2020).
The participants made a critical point that secondary teachers needed to build their student
relationships first before any attempt at successfully instructing the non-cognitive skills for
college. Students wanted to be respected and uplifted in their personal identities in order to trust
the skills that secondary teachers stressed for college success.
Non-cognitive skill instruction through student-teacher relationships.
By establishing these personal relationships, secondary teachers would be able to teach
the non-cognitive skills named in the findings for research question number one. Dr. Anderson
explained that genuine teachers could better instruct classroom curriculum. She stated:
So, you know, when you have teachers that are people and then have these real
conversations with you, um, and get the curriculum work done, right, you know, that is
really powerful… So, teachers taking the time to tell stories or motivate or be present,
right? Because then, you know, you engage differently with the curriculum, right? Well,
if they're seen as people and they start to understand challenge and failure and problem
solving, they're more likely probably to engage with the curriculum (personal interview,
July 1, 2020).
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In another example, Mr. Lewis highlighted the need for teachers to help underrepresented
minority students know when to code switch between casual and professional language in order
to navigate college and careers. He illuminated:
We know, you and I both know as professionals…when someone asks you “how you're
doing,” you're not going to respond with “good.” We know that, but our kiddos don't
know that. And they have to have a genuine teacher that says, I understood you, but I
need you to say, “I'm well, I'm fine, I'm excellent. I'm happy as a frog bumping his butt
down the sidewalk. But don't say good, because that is a figurative test.” They need to
know what the test is so they can pass it, whatever it is. We have to tell our teachers
“look we have to rip the band aid off of things now and stop sugarcoating” and say “hey,
okay, dealing with Black kids who hear the following, whatever that following statement
is, they hear different than our white students.” That's just the fact they literally do hear
different…I've had students sit in my classroom and say, “Oh, well, why didn't they just
say that.” And I have to say to myself, “it was said that way, you didn't understand.”
Most the time those are minority students. They just didn't understand it. I know and I
think a genuine teacher has to recognize it (personal interview, July 23, 2020).
Many participants drew a strong connection between teacher relationships and students better
developing their problem solving and communication skills. In addition, by secondary teachers
showing their students how supportive and uplifting educator-student relationships can be, it
would encourage more students to reach out for student success practitioner relationships in
college. In Document E: Student Mentorship Program results, Ms. Miller shared that minority,
low-income, first generation students who participated in a River State University mentorship
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program with leadership employees at a financial institution, compared to their counterparts who
did not participate had better retention rates, higher GPAs, and earned more credits per semester.
This theme highlights the participants’ emphasis on secondary teachers being immersed
in the history and culture of their students in order to develop authentic relationships. In
developing genuine rapport, the participants explained that secondary teachers would be better
positioned to instruct the non-cognitive skills, such as problem solving and communication that
low-income, underrepresented minority students need for success in college.
Decentralizing standardized testing—centralizing community dialogues on equity
and inclusion.
The final theme that emerged out of research question number two was two-fold. First,
educators at the high school and postsecondary level indicated a need to move away from
standardized testing as the major focal point of college readiness. The participants explained how
the ACT and other standardized tests were not equitable, especially for students from a lowincome and underrepresented minority background. Codes that shaped this part of the theme
included: ACT is not culturally neutral, culturally coded language of standardized testing,
grammar is racist, power dynamics of language, disconnect between ACT and AP/Dual Credit,
the history of testing is not inclusive, too much pressure on ACT, standardized testing is a
question of capitalistic economics, and college faculty need to recognize that students are
different. The second component of this theme is that participants agreed that education needs to
center around community dialogues that emphasize equity and inclusion for all. Instead of
having siloed conversations, high school educators, college educators, students, and family
members need to be present at the table about what is needed to succeed in college. Codes that
shaped this theme included: promoting different degrees and career pathways, clear definitions
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of terms being used for college success, building relationships between all stakeholders, and
hiring more faculty that look like minority students. By decentralizing testing and centralizing
conversations on equity and inclusion, secondary teachers will be helping to grow the skills of
intrinsic motivation, effective communication, and resilience storytelling in their student
population.
Decentralizing standardized testing in high schools.
The participants in this study vocally argued that the ACT and standardized tests were not
a fair measure of college readiness for students, especially from low-income, underrepresented
minority backgrounds. They explained that standardized tests were a capitalistic form of racism.
Ms. Davis explained:
We're often talking about college readiness divorced from any kind of understanding of,
you know, kind of capitalism and how there are just like fundamental economics at play...
that prevent some people from going to college number one…I have so many students
who have no problem getting into college but then can't go because they can't afford it.
(personal interview, July 23, 2020).
Ms. Davis continued by saying that a truly accurate assessment of student’s knowledge would
require more written and spoken assessments that would require hiring people to grade them
versus having machines grade standardized tests. Furthermore, Ms. Davis called the ACT
content inherently racist and not a holistic assessment of a students’ knowledge or academic
capabilities. She stated:
I mean just the tests are really white…you look at the English test, for example, you
know, just our insistence on these antiquated forms of grammar as being, you know, just
like the only measurement of literacy. I mean grammar is very racist…you know, there
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are other forms of English that are just as important in recognizing, but the ACT doesn't
acknowledge those... just whenever you get to multiple choice tests, it's always... it's easy
to grade. It's easy to sell. It's easy to be trained to kind of like learn how to navigate the
test, but it's not actually an effective measurement of critical thinking because it can't be
because the only way to really do that is to have a test that would be more expensive to
grade because you'd have to actually pay human beings to grade them (personal
interview, July 23, 2020).
As an English teacher, Ms. Davis repetitively spoke to the point that British English was the
most acceptable form of English, which discriminated against the English vernaculars of so
many different cultures in the United States.
Mr. Lewis explained that his entire purpose for becoming a math teacher was to help
minority students in the current educational system. He shared:
I have to be that particular teacher that can change the trajectory of students who are of a
minority characterization. Whether it be financially or whether it be academically, I have
to be a change agent because the system as it's setup right now, it's not situated to help
that particular kiddo. It is created in a monolithic, I think is the way I like to describe it, a
monolithic idealism that says, everything is correct, if you do it a Eurocentric way. Let
me rephrase to cause some authenticity in what I'm saying. The only way that you can
have a good education is you have to do it the white American way. That's the way the
system is set up. Now is that true or false? The gap says that it is true. So, as I wanted to
become a teacher, I said man that's just... I've gotta influence. I must influence this in a
way to change the direction of those kiddos, and being in place as a male, being in place
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as an educator, being in place as a Black male educator became extremely important to
me (personal interview, July 23, 2020).
Dr. Williams added to the dialogue on systemic racism by discussing the cultural capital that
standardized testing promoted. She explained:
We know that standardized testing is not...is not, in fact, culturally neutral. There are
certain biases written into the process of standardized testing…originally standardized
tests were, in fact promoted as a way of making sure that kids from underrepresented
backgrounds had a fair shot, right? It's supposed to be this sort of value neutral
opportunity to test native intelligence rather than cultural capital. And in fact, it turns out
that the tests don't at all do that. If anything, they have, in fact, except in very rare cases,
they have exacerbated that sort of cultural divide, because the tests themselves are
culturally coded and reward a certain kind of cultural capital… (personal interview, July
28, 2020).
Dr. Williams highlighted the fact that standardized tests include language and grammar that
excludes many English dialects. She went on to explain that educational racism continues into
higher education through college faculty who teach unilaterally with the expectation that their
student body have certain standards of English and ACT knowledge. She grappled with the
snowball effect of systemic educational racism:
So, to come back to the question of readiness standards, we know that standardized
testing is not an accurate predictor always of success. Now, having said that, it does
measure certain baseline skills that we...we expect that serve as a kind of predicate for
what instructors are going to teach in the classroom.... And now see now I'm thinking
about questions of structural racism because while I know that they're culturally biased, I
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also know that they do have some indication of how well a student is going to do in their
first year. Right? And I think that's because most of our instructors depend on students
having the kind of background and skills that those tests are premised in… Plus, there is a
very specific format and standard that is very culturally coded that most writing
instructors expect. And there has been very little, despite years of talking about, you
know, different dialects and linguistics and standard American English versus African
American vernacular English and accepting all kinds of English…And I don't know how
to change that, quite honestly. Right? So it is that constant struggle of do we teach
students to master the language of power? Or do we recognize the power of the language
that students have (personal interview, July 28, 2020).
Dr. Williams exposed the fact that standardized testing and oftentimes college classrooms were
not conscientious of the differences between peoples’ culture and lived experiences. By
centering around one form of language and culture, the educational system proved to be
inherently racist.
Mr. Martinez also dismantled standardized testing as a true measure of college capability. He
stated:
The SAT, they don't take into account lot experiences, and the knowledge that has been
gained from those experiences... I think what's more important is there being some cultural
awareness of yes this, this is an 18 on the ACT, but there's an abundance of knowledge that
this that this score isn't showing that that would show say if you sat down with the those
individuals for an interview and they told you a little bit about where they're coming
from…the lived experience is really going to give you the edge over say somebody who got a
35, and knows a lot, but doesn't necessarily know how to move with that knowledge. And so,
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yeah, you know I think standardized testing, really doesn't do it…When you step into a
university, it's a very foreign place …and it's meant to intimidate…It's meant to make you
feel like only one culture should exist there, and that is this white, patriarchal, very violent
place that that is very like hierarchical... I have to do a lot of work every time when I go to do
a lot of my cultural work to sit there and to ground myself and bring like my culture means
something here to me (personal interview, June 25, 2020).
Mr. Martinez posited that a student’s lived experience has more weight than a standardized test
score and called for college campuses to break the monolithic culture that denied access to so
many different, highly capable individuals. Instead, he stressed a need for more relationship
building to create a community of support for students, especially from groups who have been
excluded such as low-income, underrepresented minority students.
Centralizing community dialogues on equity and inclusion in high schools.
In the final theme, participants called on educators to focus less on preparing students for
a standardized test and more on community dialogues about how to best prepare and uplift lowincome, underrepresented students for success. Across the board, participants called for
dialogues between all stakeholders, including students, teachers, parents, administrators,
counselors, and college professionals, in order to provide students with the resources they need
to succeed in college and/or career. Mr. Martinez stated:
I think community has to be centralized and what needs to be decentralized is these
structures that choose to see people through, you know, standardized testing that I think
there what is centralized is greed. It's like a desire for the “best,” but the best is already
determined before you even get into the class because of the way the way that the outside
is set up. And so, I think I trust that… I trust that, you know, I mean honestly man, I don't
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even know that I trust it but I just know that communities have a way to bring forward
what they need…I think it's community who heals community (personal interview, June
25, 2020).
Through community dialogues, Mr. Martinez and the other participants explained that equity and
inclusion for low-income and underrepresented minority students could be more intentionally
addressed. As Ms. Graham explained, “I mean we are just a reactive society, and we just need to
be more proactive in figuring out what are things that students need” (personal interview, July
14. 2020). Some of the most frequently expressed equity and inclusion problems are shared
below.
The first issue that participants raised was that American culture needs to break the
unidirectional idea that all students have to go to a 4-year college to be successful. Ms. Davis
explained:
We're not sure how to advise students otherwise like we are lacking in, just as a society,
in you know rituals for growing up, so that graduating from high school and going to
college is like the only ritual we seem to have left. So, we're kind of clinging to that as
like, you know? It's also incredibly middle class (personal interview, July 23, 2020).
Ms. Johnson shared this sentiment about the current American educational system that pushes all
secondary students to go to college. She stated, “I mean, so the thing that I'm struggling with, is
that I don't necessarily think that all kids should go to college and so I wouldn't want the system
to inherently bias teachers toward teaching in a way that would tell all kids to go to college”
(personal interview, July 16, 2020). Ms. Miller and Ms. Robinson advocated for more secondary
teachers showing students options in technical fields and various professions outside of the
traditional doctor, lawyer, teacher roles. Ms. Robinson shared, “There’s such a bad stigma about
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going to community college… There's not a good understanding of what that technical side is
and how that could be really applicable to someone's learning, you know, and what they want to
do” (personal interview, June 28, 2020). Ms. Miller concurred with this sentiment stating:
I wish that there were more emphasis on that technical education and certifications and
degrees and so if we think about what is needed as they exit high school to be a
competent, capable, good citizen that's what we should be driving at…but if we're not
doing anything around financial literacy, then we're setting people up for economic
hardship and failure (personal interview, July 10, 2020).
By having high school teachers provide a more well-rounded picture of the educational options
and career pathways early on, students would be able to select a field that they are interested in
without having to take on large sums of debt in their first years of college to come to the same
conclusions.
A second community discussion that participants brought up was a need for more
diversified educators who the students in this study could relate with. Ms. Miller argued,
“One of the places that we're lacking is in having our teacher population and demographics
mirror those in our community…students themselves are not able to look up and see people that
look like them and have their life experience in front of them” (personal interview, July 10,
2020). Mr. Lewis also acknowledged the issue of a glaring lack of diversity in the American
educational system. He explained:
District Alpha has to do a better job of recruiting teachers that look like that minority
group. We know the teachers are one of the largest... teachers and administrators that are
similar to their students have a great impact upon students to graduate high school.
Ultimately graduating from college, which speaks to the question number two. If I don't
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see anyone in that university that looks like me, I'm not so inclined to go and seek out
help from teachers, professors, Deans of students at the collegiate level if I don't see them
there. I find myself kind of feeling isolated, so I stay to myself. Eventually, either I'm
gonna have the wherewithal to make it or I go somewhere else or I drop out. That's been
one of the things that have happened… We've got to recruit those teachers who can speak
to this equity (personal interview, July 23, 2020).
Mr. Lewis broadened the issue of a lack of minority teachers in the high school classroom to the
postsecondary classrooms as well. He called on K-16 schools and universities to recruit a more
representative faculty that would make students feel a sense of belonging and in turn, be more
receptive to developing their non-cognitive skill set of resilience, problem solving,
communication, and intrinsic motivation. Ms. Turner explained that minority students were so
outnumbered in educational settings that her advice was to “mold to the teacher” (personal
interview, July 21, 2020). She explained that she had to tell her students to code switch to the
king’s English with professors in order to gain their respect. She illuminated further:
I think for so many of our kids, if they're not able to properly code switch and be able to
speak, as we say the king's English or what have you, it puts them at a disadvantage.
People, when you go to certain room, are going to make certain assumptions about you
just by the way you look, by your hair, by your skin tone, by your gender... I mean they're
going to make those assumptions about you. If you can code switch, it helps a little bit as
far as people understanding you a little bit better… You know, we're still speaking
English, it's just a different version, you know, so I think that's what I mean as far as
changing the system. So, once you get in there, get your foot in the door, then we can go
about changing the system from within. This is my opinion, I think sometimes it's a little
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easier to try to change it with them than change it from without (personal interview, July
21, 2020).
Ms. Turner presented the fact that underrepresented students have to mold themselves to be
accepted in the college setting in order to gain the ear of educators and explain to them the
inherent racism of the system as a whole in terms of what is considered acceptable culture in
America.
This leads to the third point by participants that higher education has to break down it’s
monolithic expectation of student success centering on Eurocentric culture and standardized
testing capabilities. Dr. Anderson explained:
So, like knowing who you serve, and working to make who you serve the ideal college
student instead of trying to admit the ideal college student, right? So many universities
just assume that they've admitted... especially faculty from the faculty perspective, right?
Whoever's in front of you, they were admitted to college, so they are at a certain standard,
and then they want to teach to that standard, right? Instead of thinking about who
attends... We're a Research 1 school, but most of our students aren't that profile. Like just
because our average ACT has been inching up doesn't mean that that's really
representative of the average River State University student…So I think that's an
important mindset that if we look at those college ready standards, we have to be ready to
serve that student population and I don't think most institutions are (personal interview,
July 1, 2020).
Dr. Anderson called on postsecondary institutions to serve the students that they admit. She
stressed that allowing a student into the school meant that the school professionals needed to do

TEACHING NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS FOR COLLEGE

129

everything in their power to help that student succeed. Ms. Graham also advocated on behalf of
students in terms of how faculty treated them. She stated:
Sometimes I think one of the challenges is there's still a mindset with some faculty
members that "My job is to teach. My job is to come here and do this day to day, not
necessarily be involved in like the student development piece." And so, then that brings
in you know the lens of "I treat everybody the same." Not necessarily recognizing that,
you know, for underrepresented students, specifically students of color and for lowincome students, them coming in at a level that may not necessarily be where they need
to be, and they may need that extra hand holding or that extra one on one (personal
interview, July 14, 2020).
Ms. Graham and Mr. Vincent called on college faculty to treat students as individuals and not
simply a lecture audience. Mr. Vincent emphasized:
We need a culture where everyone has an understanding, I think, that students are
different. And the students in the groups that you're studying have different needs than
some of the other students, and we have to be willing to get to know those issues, have an
understanding of it, and accommodate it. That, to me, is just what happens on an
individual level, like what each person on campus is doing as an individual, to foster that
culture, it makes a difference. And I think it would have to be the same way on the other
side. For all the programming in the world isn't going to cause someone to meet a student
where they are. That's kind of the thing that I guess that's it for me is it starts with the
individual (personal interview, July 10, 2020).
Participants called on community members to have a dialogue with all stakeholders in order to
address equity issues, such as college faculty members recognizing and uplifting the differences
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between their students. By pushing for these discussions, secondary teachers would help their
students, especially from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds, to communicate
their personal story to college faculty and professionals in order to be valued and resourced on
the college campus.
This final theme calls on secondary educators to decentralize standardized testing as the
focus of curriculum and instead make the learning experience much more about the community
that surrounds students in their pursuit of college and/or career. By advocating on behalf of their
students, secondary teachers could help to dismantle the Eurocentric, middle class standards of
the ACT and similar assessments. Secondary teachers could also help to communicate to higher
education professionals the importance of celebrating different cultures and honoring the lived
experience of each individual student.
Summary of Findings
After analyzing the semi-structured interviews and archived documents for emergent
codes, I collapsed the codes into four themes to respond to research question one and four
themes to respond to research question number two. The most important non-cognitive skills for
students from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds are: 1) a growth mindset to
think critically and problem solve in a challenging, new environment; 2) intrinsic motivation to
be in college and the self-discipline to manage the workload; 3) effective communication to ask
for help and build a community of support; and 4) reflective storying telling to uplift lived
experience and internalize resilience. The findings show that the ways in which secondary
teachers can instruct these non-cognitive skills are 1) applying course content to the real world
through modeling and self-reflection exercises; 2) creating a college setting in the high school
classroom with high expectations for all; 3) establishing student relationships by being a genuine
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teacher; and 4) decentralizing standardized testing—centralizing community dialogues on equity
and inclusion.
Chapter Five: Discussion
The purpose of this study was to identify the non-cognitive skills that low-income,
underrepresented minority students need in order to persist and graduate from college. This study
defines success in college as attaining a degree from either a 2-year or 4-year institution. While
many studies name various non-cognitive skills that benefit low-income, underrepresented
minority students (Conley, 2014; Lombardi, Seburn, and Conley, 2011; Richardson, Abraham,
and Bond, 2012; Martin 2013; Martinez, Baker, and Young, 2016 ), there is no consolidated list
named by high school and postsecondary student success practitioners as most critical to
attaining a college degree. The second purpose of this study was to identify the ways in which
secondary teachers could be the social capital in instructing the named non-cognitive skills for
low-income, underrepresented minority students to succeed in college. The guiding research
questions for this study were as follows:
1.

What non-cognitive skills do secondary teachers and postsecondary student success
practitioners believe low-income, underrepresented minority students need for
success in college?

2. In what ways do secondary teachers prepare students for the non-cognitive skills
needed in college?
Data was collected through semi-structured interviews and archived documents. I completed
five interviews with core content teachers at Butterfly High in District Alpha and gathered
electronic documents that reinforced the non-cognitive skills that they instructed in their
classrooms. I completed eight interviews with student success practitioners at River State
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University and gathered electronic documents that reinforced the non-cognitive skills that they
named as critical to college persistence and degree attainment. After analyzing the transcripts
and documents for emergent codes, I collapsed the codes and found four consolidated themes for
each research question.
Synthesis of Findings
In the study’s findings, the four non-cognitive skills that low-income, underrepresented
minority students need for success in college are 1) a growth mindset to think critically and
problem solve in a challenging, new environment; 2) the intrinsic motivation to be in college and
the self-discipline to manage the workload; 3) effective communication to ask for help and build
a network of support; and 4) reflective storytelling to uplift lived experience and internalize
resilience in an academic setting. The four pedagogical approaches for secondary teachers to
instruct the non-cognitive skills named in study are 1) applying curriculum to the real world by
modeling and reflection exercises; 2) creating a college setting in the high school classroom with
high expectations for all; 3) establishing student relationships by being a genuine teacher; and 4)
decentralizing standardized testing and centralizing community dialogues on equity and
inclusion.
A growth mindset to think critically and problem solve in a challenging, new
environment.
The participants emphasized a need for students to be able to think critically when faced
with a new situation in college, such as failing a test or trying to apply for FASFA. By
establishing a growth mindset, participants indicated that students would acknowledge that
obstacles were a consistent part of life and with problem solving skills, they could overcome said
obstacles and not give up. Zhou (2017) also found grit and self-control to be an important skill to
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student success in college, which is emphasized in this theme in terms of students overcoming
problems and navigating the college pathway with innovative solutions.
The intrinsic motivation to be in college and the self-discipline to manage the
workload.
Participants indicated that students having a clear purpose for being in college was
extremely important to college success because the internal motivation would push them through
any barriers along the way. If students did not have a sense of purpose for being in college,
participants explained that they would be more likely to drop out when personal or academic
issues arose. Lombardi, Seburn, and Conley (2011) found goal-driven, persistence, and selfmonitoring to be critical to degree attainment, which connects to this theme in that students must
have the college degree goal in mind and persist to obtain it through self-monitoring of one’s
study habits and time management. The participants in this study coupled intrinsic motivation
with self-discipline, stating that internal drive could help to focus in on one’s self-regulation of
time and study habits. Park, Williams, Hernandez, Agocha, Carney, DePetris, and Lee (2018)
also found self-regulation to be a critical factor of college success in terms of students being selfdisciplined in their own behaviors to complete the workload.
Effective communication to ask for help and build a network of support.
Participants expressed a need for students to have verbal and written communication that
would allow students to advocate for themselves in terms of resources in college. The participant
educators called on students to ask for help both in academic and social aspects of college life,
such as attending faculty office hours or going to meet with the financial aid office. In addition,
participants indicated a need for students to navigate casual versus professional communication,
especially for students who code switch between cultural dialects. Richards (2020) also found
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that high school teacher advisory settings empowered students to ask for help in the
postsecondary arena and led to better retention and graduation rates.
Reflective storytelling to uplift lived experience and internalize resilience in an
academic setting.
A major theme in the interviews and documents was a call for low-income,
underrepresented minority students to share their lived experiences. In doing so, participants
explained that students would honor their resilience and see how they could apply that resilience
to academic situations, such as studying for a test or balancing working part time with going to
school. Martin (2013) found that self- and resource-management skills were an important
component for college success, which can be seen in this theme in terms of knowing oneself and
using one’s capabilities to persist. In addition, participants explained that postsecondary student
success practitioners would better be able to serve them in terms of resources if students shared
their stories openly.
Applying curriculum to the real world by modeling and reflection exercises.
In applying curriculum to the real world, participants explained that low-income,
underrepresented minority students would connect more with the content and see the relevance
of studying it. Participants called on secondary teachers to model content application and allow
for students to spend significant time reflecting in class through written expression and
dialogues. These reflective exercises would help students to work on their critical thinking skills
in terms of figuring out how content could connect to their personal lives or current events.
Written and verbal expression would also help students to build up their communication skills
that would be beneficial when reaching out to faculty or professional staff on a college campus.
Finally, reflection and application of material would help students to draw connections to their
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own lived experience and see how they could apply that to their academic behaviors, such as
persisting through writing an APA research paper.
Creating a college setting in the high school classroom with high expectations for all.
Participants emphasized that there needed to be more consistency in the classroom
structures between high school and college in order to best prepare students for what to expect,
including lectures and deep readings for understanding. If students had more experience with
scaffolding long-term essays and taking notes for key points, participants explained that they
would be better equipped to take a college course. In addition, participants called on secondary
educators to help remove the newness of college by inviting college professionals to come speak
in the high school classroom and taking students on college campuses more often. Richards
(2020) and Edmunds (2017) performed studies that highlighted how early college models of high
schools set on college campuses helped students in the transition to higher education by
normalizing the setting. Participants explained that this pedagogical approach would allow
students to learn the self-discipline skills for productive time management and studying habits.
Furthermore, participants called on secondary teachers to hold all students to high standards,
including low-income, underrepresented minority students by allowing them to fail, so that they
would learn how to persist and meet rigorous coursework head on. This practice would allow
students to build their growth mindset and develop their critical thinking skills to try and try
again.
Establishing student relationships by being a genuine teacher
In order to teach the non-cognitive skills to low-income, underrepresented minority
students, participants emphasized that secondary teachers had to develop authentic relationships
with students through cultural immersion and truly getting to know the individuals. Faurier and
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Zellner (2014), Ahn (2010), Boden (2011), Baber (2014), Clemens (2016), and Schwartz et al.
(2018) found that educators could be an influential form of social capital for low-income,
underrepresented minority students. By establishing trust through acknowledging the history,
culture, and interests of one’s students, participants explained that secondary teachers could
provide students with the space to share their lived experiences in the high school setting in order
to help them internalize their resilience and apply it to the academic setting. In addition, by
building a relationship, secondary teachers would help to train students in effective
communication with adults at the postsecondary level, including faculty and professional staff.
Decentralizing standardized testing and centralizing community dialogues on equity
and inclusion.
In the final theme, participants called on secondary educators to decentralize the
classroom focus on standardized testing because it had a monolithic, Eurocentric focus that was
not equitable for all test takers. According to Engle and Tinto (2008), Almeida (2015), Moore et
al. (2010), Welton and Williams (2015), Barnes and Slate (2014), Harwell, Moreno, and Post
(2016), and Brunn-Bevel and Byrd (2015), standardized tests are not equitable between White
students and underrepresented minority students and between high-income students and lowincome students. The participants in this study called on secondary teachers to engage all
stakeholders, including students, parents, counselors, and postsecondary educators, to
communicate about the equity issues facing low-income, underrepresented minority students in
the current K-16 educational system, such as a glaring lack of minority teachers and respect for
any form of English outside the standard English dialect. In holding these dialogues, secondary
teachers would be able to help their students develop their growth mindsets through critical
thinking on systemic issues, instill intrinsic motivation for college to disrupt the current
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monolithic system of education, and coach effective communication and reflective storytelling
skills to uplift their lived experiences.
Theoretical Implications
Social capital theory is the notion that if one invests in social relations, one should expect
returns on that investment (Lin, 1999; Bourdieu, 1984). Social capital theory is applied to both
questions in this study. First, in identifying the critical non-cognitive skills for college success, I
interviewed experienced high school and postsecondary educators who had a depth of knowledge
in working with low-income, underrepresented minority students. Therefore, crafting the list of
four themes for non-cognitive skills pulled on the resources of the social group of teachers and
student success practitioners. The second research question allows for application of social
capital theory through the pedagogical approaches of secondary teachers in working with
students from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds. The four themes emerging
from research question two demonstrate how secondary teachers can provide these students with
the non-cognitive skill instruction they need to attain a college degree. In other words, according
to participants, the social relationship with a secondary teacher could lead to a return on a
student’s investment by providing him or her with the skills necessary to succeed in college.
Lin (1999) explains how social capital works in several ways, but two formats apply in
this study. First, Lin states that social capital “facilitates the flow of information” (p. 31). Strong
social capital can help an individual with useful information, such as secondary teachers
providing students with the non-cognitive skills that are extremely beneficial for navigating and
persisting through college. Second, Lin explains that “social relations are expected to reinforce
identity and recognition” (p. 31). In this study, the theme of identity is critical to low-income,
underrepresented minority students. In response to research question number one, participants
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stressed the importance of these students being able to reflect on their lived experiences,
internalize their resilience, and apply that resilience to the academic setting of college. In
research question two, participants called on secondary teachers to decentralize standardized
testing and centralize equity and inclusion dialogues that center on celebrating and uplifting each
individual student for who they are. Lin (1999) explains a third element of social capital as
providing influence, which is less illuminated in this study in terms of the social relations
between high school teachers and students, but could potentially turn into a return on investment
if the high school teacher builds a genuine relationship with a student and ends up writing a
recommendation for college for that student. Finally, Lin’s fourth element is social credentials, in
which a social network can allow an individual to be connected to other networks. This could be
found in the theme of creating a college setting in the high school classroom when participants
recommended bringing in college professionals to speak and/or taking high school students onto
college campuses to make it a norm. In this study, the flow of information and reinforcement of
identity are clearly present in the pedagogical approaches recommended by participants. The
elements of influence and social credentials are present, but in more indirect ways to the findings
of the study.
Practical Implications
The findings of this study have practical implications for 1) District Alpha stakeholders,
2) secondary teachers who teach low-income, underrepresented minority students, and 3)
postsecondary student success practitioners. The following section will name how this study can
lead to actionable change.
District Alpha implications.

TEACHING NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS FOR COLLEGE

139

As a low-income, high minority district, District Alpha needs to prioritize professional
development that allows for secondary teachers to fully grasp what non-cognitive skills are and
how they can directly apply them to the curriculum. With the Backpack of Skills in place,
District Alpha has a solid start on building non-cognitive skill development. However, the high
school participants in the study indicated that professional development was lacking in the
district and needed to be centralized so that teachers could have clear definitions of the
terminology and applicable methods for instructing the skills in the classroom. To best serve
students who identify as low-income, underrepresented minority, the district needs to refine the
non-cognitive skills in the Backpack of Skills to directly help these students if they choose to
pursue a college degree. Many participants offered suggestions for professional development that
highlighted exemplary teachers in the district instead of bringing in external trainers. This would
uplift the teachers in the district and in turn, lead to the uplifting of more students in the district.
Another consideration of the study is for District Alpha to work in closer relation with
higher education institutions. Conversations between K-16 educators are missing. While there
may be pockets of dialogue, District Alpha needs to create an open and sustainable line of
communication between teachers and college student success practitioners. Many participants
indicated that high school counselors have been burdened with such administrative tasks that
they are unable to sufficiently provide District Alpha students with the college readiness skills.
Either District Alpha will need to hire more counselors to meet this need or allow for teachers to
fill the role through thorough training with college practitioners. This could come in the form of
community forums or conferences or even content-specific professional development.
Participants also highlighted a need for these conversations to include students and parents so
that students have as much information as possible about the expectations in college. Through
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these conversations, teachers could better inform students and parents of what to expect and use
instructional approaches that will best prepare students for the college setting.
Finally, District Alpha must address questions of equity within the district. What methods
are being used to recruit minority teachers from Historically Black institutions and primarily
white institutions? What professional development is being done for cultural immersion that is
not inherently racist and allows a space for authentic sharing of cultures? How is language being
treated within the district in terms of uplifting students for their ability to do cross-cultural
communication and code switch? Are students given a space to share their stories and apply their
resilience to an academic setting? How are all stakeholders being informed of the skills needed
for success in college? All of these questions need to be at the center of conversations in District
Alpha if District Alpha wants to provide all students, including those students who identify as
low-income, underrepresented minority, with the skills they need to succeed in college and to
allow these students to come to school each day as a whole person where they feel a sense of
belonging.
High school pedagogy.
This study illuminates the fact that secondary schools are entirely too focused on
standardized test preparation. There needs to be a national redesign of the K-12 system to focus
on holistic child development, in which students recognize their contributions to the world. It is
positive that many colleges and universities are moving towards test optional admissions, in
which they admit students based on who the students are versus test scores that are not fully
representative of the capabilities of students. The language of many secondary core content
standards are moving into learning objectives that do highlight non-cognitive skill development,
such as communication. By balancing cognitive and non-cognitive skill instruction, secondary
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students will have multiple tools for helping them to graduate college with a 2-year or 4-year
degree. In order for K-12 schools to adopt such practices, state governments must move away
from the standardized testing model that has been in place since the passage of the No Child Left
Behind Act (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).
High school students, especially, need the freedom to write and speak without critical
feedback. Essays and Socratic seminars should be a space for high school students to selfexpress and develop their voices within the school, city, country, and world. By making writing
and dialogue a daily activity, students will become comfortable and confident in their writing
and speaking skills. In turn, this will allow students to better self-advocate as they navigate
higher education, the workforce, and the political/legal/economic/social/cultural arena of the
United States.
In addition, high schools should apply the content more consistently to the real world and
current events. School instruction cannot continue to rely on classical texts and textbooks that are
not inclusive of the entire student population. Students need to feel welcome and a part of the
learning experience. They need to come to class and see how their learning can be carried out
into the world through community and civic engagement. Their learning should consistently
involve self-reflection practices that connect their lived experiences with curriculum in order for
them to name their skills and abilities.
Students also need to be held to high standards. They should be challenged in their
learning. In order to make that challenge a positive experience, they need to have secondary
teachers and administrators who genuinely care about them. By building relationships, students
will recognize the goodwill that comes with pushing a student so that they reach their full
potential and have the skills necessary to persevere in college and/or career.
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Higher education student success practitioners.
This study is focused on the role that secondary teachers play in instructing the noncognitive skills for students from low-income, underrepresented minority backgrounds to
succeed in college, but the participants also spoke a great deal about the critical need for change
within the higher education arena in order to best serve these students. One of the biggest issues
on college campuses is the disconnect between faculty and students. As explained by the
participants in this study, the majority of faculty are teaching to a room, not individual human
beings. Many professors expect a certain level of cognitive ability based on standardized tests
scores, but do not recognize that a large number of students admitted to the university are not at
that bar. In addition, the majority of college faculty are white, middle-income individuals that do
not share the lived experience of their low-income, underrepresented minority students and
therefore do not know how to build authentic relationships with these students. College faculty
need to see, hear, and understand the students they are serving. They need to allow space for
conversations about lived experiences. They need to uplift different cultures and celebrate unique
identities. They need to craft new course content that is inclusive of all students in the room and
allow for students to see themselves in any major or career. There is a glaring issue in the fact
that most college faculty do not have any teacher training. While a professor may be brilliant in
their research and scholarship, if they cannot teach the material to the students in their classroom,
they are not fulfilling their responsibility to the mission of the university. In faculty tenure and
promotion policies, there needs to be equal balance afforded to teaching, service, and
scholarship. For too many generations, scholarship has been at the heart of faculty tenure and
promotion and that is a systemic problem. If faculty see their main role as scholarship, they will
not meet the needs of the students in front of them, especially from low-income,
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underrepresented minority backgrounds. This is an equity issue that must be addressed on every
college campus.
Student success practitioners who are not in the classroom also need cultural competence
and to break down their discomfort with building relationships students that are different from
them. If primarily white colleges are going to admit students who are low-income and
underrepresented minority students, they need to do everything in their power to provide those
students with a sense of belonging and the resources necessary to graduate. It is the institution’s
responsibility to create a pathway of success for that student. It is a deception to recruit lowincome, underrepresented minority students without proper structures in place to care for those
students at the college or university financially, academically, socially, and culturally. Student
success practitioners need to value student relationship building and allow students a space to
share their stories.
Higher education practitioners must also consider the power of language. Discussions
need to be had about the English language and how various dialects are considered acceptable,
such as British or Australian, but that others are discriminated against, such as African American
Vernacular. There need to be dialogues on the implicit bias that postsecondary student success
practitioners hold against students who have a particular dialect and how that impacts students’
ability to ask for help and to access resources on a college campus. The aptitude to navigate
cross-cultural communication should be celebrated as a critical life skill and encouraged when
exploring majors and career pathways.
Colleges should play a major role in training secondary teachers to best instruct lowincome, underrepresented minority students in the skills they need to succeed in college.
Through higher education teacher training programs at both the undergraduate and graduate
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level, cultural competence classes must be a requirement. Students need to be immersed in the
cultures of the students they will work with in order to uplift their histories, traditions, and ways
of life. Student teachers need to be given opportunities for building relationships with K-12
students and sharing lived experiences in order to develop the trust needed to teach students the
non-cognitive skills needed for college success.
Furthermore, postsecondary student success practitioners must play an active role in the
K-12 setting whether that be through professional development opportunities, offering more
summer bridge programs for K-12 students, or simply joining community dialogues with parents,
teachers, counselors, administrators, and students in the local school districts of the universities
and colleges. The notion of college being a siloed, ivory tower needs to be dismantled and
community engagement talks must to be at the heart of local areas around the United States.
Vertical planning should not stop in high school. If the American school system is going to push
for college readiness and a linear path to college for all students (which in itself is an issue and
more vocational training programs should be promoted), then educators between high schools
and colleges need to be in constant communication about how to best prepare these students for
success. These dialogues between educators should be on equal playing field with both K-12 and
college students success practitioners feeling heard and supported in the roles they play in
helping to educate our American population.
Limitations
The limitations of this study are that it is specific to one public school district and one
public university in the southeastern United States. Therefore, specific regional and local
dynamics are at play that may or may not transfer easily to other urban districts around the
United States. For example, the city in which both educational institutions are located has a
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unique system of public school busing for students due to affordable housing segregation that
still impacts the city in the present (Eligon, 2019). Furthermore, according to the U.S. Census,
the city’s population is 69.9% White, 23.5% Black or African American, and 5.4% Hispanic or
Latino, which is not the same make-up of demographics in other urban school districts around
the United States.
A second limitation is that the study’s focus is on social capital when there could be other
contributing factors to college success, such as cultural capital or financial capital. Future studies
will need to be completed to assess the weight of each respective form of capital in a student’s
ability to persist and graduate from college.
Third, there is a limitation in that I, as the researcher, am a high school teacher and I put
emphasis on the social capital of the secondary teacher when there are many other social capital
networks that can aid in the non-cognitive skill development, such as family, coaches, and
counselors. The purpose of focusing on the secondary teacher in this study was to explore if
secondary teachers might be an equitable source of social capital in instructing these skills no
matter what a student’s family support system and/or access to an external mentor through
athletics or work, etc.
Future Research
Building on this study, one of the most important future studies would be to interview
students and graduates of District Alpha to gain their perspective on the effectiveness of
secondary teachers in instructing the non-cognitive skills for college (Reid and Moore, 2008;
Boden, 2011; Verrell and McCabe, 2015). In a longitudinal study, research could be done with a
cohort of District Alpha students who receive the non-cognitive skill instruction to see if they
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indeed persist and graduate from college within six years of high school graduation at higher
rates than previous cohorts.
A second study needs to be completed on effective professional development for
secondary teachers in the understanding of non-cognitive skills and the application of the
pedagogical approaches named by the participants in this study (Savitz-Romer, 2012; Lapan et
al., 2017; Snyder and Bristol, 2015). Some details are given in the present study, such as
increasing trainings between high school teachers and college faculty or trainings led by
exemplary secondary teachers, but further research on effective professional development would
directly benefit the students and increase the equity in the social capital of secondary teachers.
To build trustworthiness for the findings in this study, it would be beneficial to replicate
the study in a different low-income, high minority, urban district in the United States to see if
secondary teachers and postsecondary student success practitioners agree with the non-cognitive
skills named and the pedagogical approaches to instruct them at the secondary level. In addition,
it might be impactful to gather a larger percentage of participants who identify as Black or
African American and Hispanic or Latinx. For this study, four of 13 participants identified as
Black, African American, or Latinx. This equated to 30.7% of the participant sample, which is
more than representative of the city’s demographics of 28.9% of the population who identified as
Black or Latinx (U.S. Census, 2010). However, to intentionally focus on the perspective of
underrepresented minority educators would be extremely insightful and beneficial to community
dialogues on equity and inclusion.
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Appendix A
Sample Information Sheet for Secondary Teacher Participants

Teaching Non-Cognitive Skills for College: A Qualitative Case Study of a Low-Income,
High-Minority, Urban School District in Southeastern United States

First Name:
Last Name:
Years of Experience in Teaching:
Years of Experience in Teaching in District Alpha:
Years of Experience in Teaching at current high school:
Content Area:
Race:
Gender:
Age:
Degrees Attained:
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Appendix B
Sample Semi Structured Interview Protocol with District Alpha Teachers

Teaching Non-cognitive Skills for College: A Qualitative Case Study of a Low-Income,
High-Minority, Urban School District in Southeastern United States

Introduction Script
Thank you for meeting with me [via telecommunications] today. As a reminder, my name is
Elizabeth Byron and I am completing my doctoral dissertation at Bellarmine University. My
research is focused on understanding the non-cognitive skills that students from an urban, lowincome, high minority district need in order to succeed in college. My definition of success in
college is to graduate within six years of graduating high school. Secondly, I want to find out
how secondary teachers can teach the non-cognitive skills needed for success in college. This
information is for a research study. After analyzing the transcripts from my interviews, I will
present my findings to you [electronically] to make sure that you agree with the interpretation of
your interview. When it is published, I will replace your name with a pseudonym. To start, if you
wouldn’t mind filling out this information sheet [send electronically if needed]. When you finish,
let me know and I will begin the interview.
1. Question: Can you give me the brief story of how and why you became a
teacher?
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2. Question: How do you understand college readiness or transition to be defined in
District Alpha? Follow up: How effective do you believe the current college
readiness benchmarks to be in helping District Alpha students to graduate from
college?
3. Question: National Clearinghouse identifies District Alpha as low-income
(minimum 50% free and reduced lunch students) and high minority (40% Black
or Hispanic), how do you perceive these areas to impact college readiness in our
district? Follow-up: District Alpha students attend college at 54%, persist to a
second year at 77%, and graduate within six years at 30%, what do you feel is
missing in their college readiness preparation?
4. Question: Non-cognitive skills are the behaviors, thoughts or feelings of students.
They are sometimes referred to as soft skills, 21st century skills or social
emotional skills. What non-cognitive skills do you believe District Alpha students
(largely from low-income and underrepresented minority backgrounds) need for
success in college? Follow-up: How do you feel students could best learn these
skills?
5. Question: How effective do you feel the five Backpack of Skills (communication,
preparedness and resilience, global and cultural competence, collaboration, and
innovation) are for success in college (graduating within six years of high school
graduation)? Follow-up: What types of professional development training have
been useful in your classroom instruction of the Backpack of Skills? Follow-up:
Have you seen significant change in your students’ college readiness and college
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success in the three years of the Backpack of Skills programs? If so, in what
ways? If not, why do you think that is?
6. Question: Secondary core content teachers see all high school seniors; how do
you feel these teachers could instruct the non-cognitive skills that you prioritized
as an equitable source of social capital? Follow-up: What are some effective
ways in which you incorporate non-cognitive skill training in your classroom?
Follow-up: Can you provide documentation of rubrics, lesson plans, or projects
that teach these non-cognitive skills [Send electronically if necessary]?
7. Question: How well trained do you feel for providing high school students with
non-cognitive skill training in District Alpha? Follow-up: What resources or
professional development training would improve your non-cognitive skills
instruction for low-income, underrepresented minority students?
8. Question: How do you believe teachers in District Alpha can best assess the
effectiveness of non-cognitive skills in the classroom and in college success?
Follow-up: How are you evaluated as a teacher on your college readiness
instruction of non-cognitive skills? How would you improve, change or modify
the teacher evaluation process for college readiness instruction?
9. Question: How can teachers, counselors, families, students, and college
professionals create a dialogue to communicate the non-cognitive skills needed
for students from a low-income, high minority school district to succeed in
college?
10. Question: Are there any other comments you have that would add to this study?
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Appendix C
Sample Information Sheet for Postsecondary Student Success Practitioners

Teaching Non-Cognitive Skills for College: A Qualitative Case Study of a Low-Income,
High-Minority, Urban School District in Southeastern United States

First Name:
Last Name:
Years of Experience in Higher Education:
Years of Experience in Teaching/Working at current university:
Job Description (including department):
Race:
Gender:
Age:
Degrees Attained:
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Appendix D
Sample Semi Structured Interview Protocol with Postsecondary Student Success
Practitioners

Teaching Non-cognitive Skills for College: A Qualitative Case Study of a Low-Income,
High-Minority, Urban School District in Southeastern United States

Introduction Script
Thank you for meeting with me today [via telecommunications]. As a reminder, my name is
Elizabeth Byron and I am completing my doctoral dissertation at Bellarmine University. My
research is focused on understanding the non-cognitive skills that students from an urban, lowincome, high minority district need in order to succeed in college. My definition of success in
college is to graduate within six years of graduating high school. Secondly, I want to find out
how secondary teachers can teach the non-cognitive skills needed for success in college. This
information is for a research study. After analyzing the transcripts from my interviews, I will
present my findings to you [electronically] to make sure that you agree with the interpretation of
your interview. When it is published, I will replace your name with a pseudonym. To start, if you
wouldn’t mind filling out this information sheet [send electronically]. When you finish, let me
know and I will begin the interview.
1. Question: Can you give me a brief story of how you came into your position in
higher education?
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2. Question: In what ways do you work with low-income, underrepresented
minority students?
3. Question: The college readiness benchmarks in Kentucky are a 19 in math, 20 in
reading, and 18 in English, how do you feel that these standards hold true to
college readiness? Do you feel that they are indicators for college success
(graduation within 6 years of high school graduation)? If yes, why? If no, why
not?
4. Question: National Clearinghouse identifies District Alpha as low-income
(minimum 50% free and reduced lunch students) and high minority (40% Black
or Hispanic), how do you perceive these demographics to impact college success
in the local district?
5. Question: District Alpha students attend college at 54%, persist to a second year
at 77%, and graduate within six years at 30%, what do you feel is missing in their
college readiness preparation when they arrive on your campus?
6. Question: Non-cognitive skills are the behaviors, thoughts or feelings of students.
They are sometimes referred to as soft skills, 21st century skills or social
emotional skills. What non-cognitive skills do you believe District Alpha students
need for success in college? Follow-up: Who do you feel should be teaching
students these non-cognitive skills? Is it equitable?
7. Question: Secondary core content teachers see all high school seniors; how do
you feel these teachers could instruct the non-cognitive skills that you prioritized
as an equitable source of social capital? Follow-up: How are you currently
instructing the non-cognitive skills that are missing when first year students
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arrive? How do you suggest secondary teachers teach non-cognitive skills? Can
you provide lesson plans or professional training documentation on how
skills are taught at the university [electronically]?
8. Question: District Alpha initiated the Backpack of Skills in 2018
(communication, preparedness and resilience, global and cultural competence,
collaboration, and innovation) do you feel that these are the most important noncognitive skills for success in college? Follow-up: Have you seen improvements
in District Alpha students who attend your university in the last year from having
the Backpack of Skills experience?
9. Question: How can teachers, counselors, families, students, and college
professionals create a dialogue to communicate the non-cognitive skills needed
for students from a low-income, high minority school district to succeed in
college?
10. Question: Are there any other comments you have that would add to this study?
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Appendix E
Phase One Open Codes for Interviews and Documents
Non-cognitive Skills:

Teaching Skills:

District Alpha
Program:

Motivation
Determination

Support
Dual Credit/AP

Transferrable
Siloed

Not tech savvy
Transition guidance

College format classes
Community colleges

Communication
Advocacy

Thinking about future

Life skills

Creativity

Discipline

Interwovenness

Articulate
abilities

Advocacy

Normalization of
exploration
Build into curriculum
Articulate skills

See growth

Confidence
Discipline
Tell your story

Not everything
Greater global
perspective
Perseverance

Advocacy

Active learning
strategies
Reflection work

Resilience

Storytelling

Present yourself

Grit

Build relationships

Self-reflection

Persistence

Innovation for
critical thinking

Digging in and pivoting

Be mentors – take
interest, listen, be
empathetic
Help students with
values, interests,
strengths
Dialogues

Being vulnerable

Create spaces to talk

Building relationships

Tell stories with skills

Asking for help

Expectations
beyond high
school

More exposure to
global and
cultural piece
More willing to
communicate
Collaboration and
communication
Shows dedication

Conversations
between
Stakeholders:
Invite in
Meet face to
face
Summer bridge
Individual
school power
Intentional
relationships
College faculty
training to be
educators
No
conversations
Separate worlds
Meet students
where they are
Community
building
Find equitable
ways for
everyone at
table
Centralize
community
Decentralize
testing
Community
heals
community
Incorporate
language more
into curriculum
Create college
going culture
Reach out to
colleges
On campus to
remove newness
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Help students identify what
they offer
Global mindset

Global competency

Problem solving
Reason to be in college
Resourcefulness
Growth mindset

Be mentors
Celebrate cultures
Demonstrate networking
Come out of silos

Belief in self

Messages of affirmation

Disregard people without
best interest
Try new things

Less emphasis on scores

Listen and be open to
feedback
Buck culture

More writing without
critical feedback
Coded language and
power language

Cross cultural
communication
Honor intuition

Humanize
teachers/professors
Blend with life skills

Reflection

Application to real life

Discipline

Scaffold curriculum

Resourcefulness

Major exploration

Abundance mindset

Financial literacy

Resilience

Planning system

Networking/communication

Mimic orientation
course
Personal development

Critical thinking

Decolonizing
classrooms

Scaffold assignments

Helps with public
speaking
Reflection is
good
Subjective
Advocate for self
Don’t quantify it
No student
ownership
Language is
coded in
Eurocentric lens
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Dual credit
trainings
Faculty need to
own student
success
Communicate
Collaborate
Make norms
Basic
programming
Personal
relationships
with schools
Be proactive,
not reactive
Need concise
list for college
Clear messages
Don’t push all
kids to go to
college
Forum
Evaluations sent
home to parents
Invite in
professionals
Vertical teaming
K-16
College
trainings with
high schools
Trainings with
parents
Have college
faculty speak
with high school
parents about
expectations
Awareness of
different careers
Racism to lower
the bar for
students
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Problem solving

Weed out stuff that
doesn’t apply

Time management

Self-discipline

Public
speaking/communication
class
Questioning techniques

Study skills

Build rapport

Willingness to ask for help
Resilience

Study methods for selfregulation
Metacognition work

Intrinsic motivation

Class reflection time

Communication
Critical thinking

Meaningful
conversations
Individual conferences

Financial literacy

Lecture/less group work

Advocacy

Writing instruction

Take initiative

Modeling

Network
Time management/balance
Communication
Self-motivation
Self-care
Self-regulation
Study Skills
Intrinsic desire to learn
Accountability
Mold to teacher –
interpersonal skills
Code switching
Self-efficacy
Grit/Stamina

Providing examples
Lecture
Notetaking
Create college culture
Start within standards
Make definitions clear
Struggle is necessary
Encourage culture of grit
Let go of teacher control
Teach whole child
Do deep introspection
Interdisciplinary
Assess with experiences
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Hire more
teachers who
look like
students
Capitalism of
college
Testing has
implicit bias
College as a
default
Grammar is
racist
Counselors are
overworked
Consult each
other
Stop shutting
people out
College is not
accessible to all
Monolithic,
Eurocentric
system
Recruit teachers
who can speak
to equity
Evaluate
teachers on
rapport with
kids
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Honor experiences
Communication in writing
and reading
Social norm of politeness
Problem solving
Critical thinking
Personal responsibility
Time management
Intrinsic motivation
Resourcefulness
Advocate for self
Effective communicator
Advocate
Collaborate
Argue
Speak the language
Code switch
Cultural resilience
Adaptability
Critical analysis
Cross cultural
communication
Collaboration and
innovation
Communication
Time management
Proper presentation
Problem solving
Confidence
Carry out plans
Manage emotions
Use resources
Study Skills
Grit
Growth mindset
Purposeful reason for
college

Empower students
Culturally responsive
teaching
Become immersed in
culture
Learn history and
culture
Get to know interests of
students
Create relationships
Be genuine
Connect to the real
world
Learn how to talk to kids
Be real with students
Reflection
Application exercises
Build relationships
Goal setting
Humanize teachers by
conversations
Demonstrate planning
and networking
Have meaningful
conversations
Organize materials for
tests
Metacognition log
Storytelling
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Self-care
Self-discipline
Personal finances
Self-awareness
Responsibility
Personal power
Decision making
Positive view of future
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Appendix F
Phase Two Open Codes for Interviews and Documents
Research Question #1: What non-cognitive skills do secondary teachers and postsecondary
student success practitioners believe low-income, underrepresented minority students need for
success in college?
1. A Growth Mindset to Think Critically and Problem Solve in a Challenging, New
Environment
 Critical thinking
 Problem solve
 Dig in and pivot
 Abundancy mindset
 Adaptability
 Be vulnerable to improve
 Try new things/innovation
 Fail and take ownership to find new strategy
 Take initiative
 Reflection on learning and areas for growth
 Normalization of exploration
 Moving sidewalk of life – not a reality; life is not linear; we are all a work in
progress
 Buck culture and negative people who hold you back
2. The Intrinsic Motivation to be in College and Self-discipline to Manage the Workload
 You’ve got to know why you are there
 Desire to be there
 Belief in one’s capabilities to succeed
 Agency for life
 Attitude – I know where I am. I know who I am. I know what I can accomplish.
 Self-regulation of time and resources
 Self-discipline in study skills
 Self-motivation in major/career pathway
 Self-care for personal wellness
 Overcoming feelings of being an imposter
 Belief in self
 Confidence
 Honor intuition and creative juices
 Accountability
 Grit/Stamina/Stick-to-itiveness
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3. Effective Communication to Ask for Help and Build a Network of Support
 Ask for help
 Resourcefulness
 Communication
 Collaboration
 Develop relationships
 Network – be vulnerable, respectful
 Cross cultural communication
 Talk to professors (office hours)
 Mold to teacher/play the game (interpersonal skills)
 Writing and reading skills to form own opinions and judgments
 Code switching between casual and professional/business language
 Tech savviness
4. Reflective Storytelling to Uplift Lived Experience and Internalize Resilience in an
Academic Setting
 Articulate skills of lived experience
 Collective pain of segregated city setting
 Can get into River State University with personal statement
 Culture/identity to make a whole person
 Redefine definition of intelligence
 Street sense to survive anything
 Stress of over policing areas, family obligations, and finances
 Translate great difficulties into academic setting
 Helps to find voice
 Identify personal accomplishments
 Spiritual connection of accessing ancestral responsibility
 It takes a village/very communal for many low-income, underrepresented
minority students
 Break monolithic Eurocentric nature of college campuses

Research Question #2: In what ways do secondary teachers prepare students for the noncognitive skills needed in college?
1. Apply Curriculum to the Real World Through Modeling and Reflection Exercises
Refine expression through writing – less critique/watch coded language judgment
Metacognition log/Exit slips – reflection on learning
Strengths Finder to examine personal strengths, values
Questioning techniques to ask right questions for resources
Teach students how to network and ask for help
Financial wellness/literacy dialogue woven throughout curriculum
Study skills – (i.e. note taking; reading for key concepts; organizing materials for
tests)
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Be explicit about knowledge in class for key understandings
Help students articulate skills – show students connections between lives and
school
 Modeling/provide exemplars of high expectations in assignments
 Time management through chunking, agenda use, deadlines
 Reflection exercises on personal growth like the Backpack of Skills requirements
 Interdisciplinary thread – have a running theme throughout classes to make
learning holistic
2. Create a College Setting in the High School Classroom with High Expectations for All
Emphasis on high expectation – remove subconscious lowering of expectations –
remove fear of failure – allows for kids to persevere – VIGOR – no throw away kids
 Schoolwide culture of perseverance and grit – not accepting mediocre work –
shouldn't be “wait til you get to college”
 Avoid grade inflation
 Career and Major Exploration
 Classroom format (lecture, build stamina to read, less group work, Socratic
seminars)
 Constant writing practice - Move away from constant negative feedback,
especially in writing – it is a PROCESS
 AP/Dual Credit – professional development training with colleges
 Scaffold assignments for long term assignments in college
 Bring students on college campuses to make it a norm
 Invite in college professors/professionals to speak; Connect business professionals
in fields to students
 Craft PD/teacher education programs that immerses teachers in cultures of
different students and demonstrate ways to integrate skills directly into curriculum


3. Establish Student Relationships by Being a Genuine Teacher
Cultural immersion – PD observations or learn in teaching education programs
Cultural competence
Remove preconceived notions/implicit bias
Fight narrative of assimilation
Establish sense of belonging in classroom
Get to know students- find ways to connect to build rapport
Affirmation of intrinsic motivation in students
Build confidence in students
Share passion, personal stories – be as transparent as appropriate
Deep introspection of self to model for students
Listen to and empathize with students
Learn how to approach students in crisis
Create space for meaningful conversations/dialogue (Large group or individual
conferences)
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4. Decentralize Standardized Testing – Centralize Community Dialogues on Equity and
Inclusion
4. ACT is not culturally neutral
5. Culturally coded language of standardized testing
6. Power dynamics of Language – grammar is racist/antiquated
7. Disconnect between ACT and GPA/Dual Credit
8. History of testing that is not inclusive
9. Too much pressure on ACT for students
10. Capitalism of college and not everyone has economics to go – college access
issue
11. College faculty need to know students are different, be invested in student
success, and become more humanized in educational setting
12. Promote Community and Technical College and value of Associate Degree/other
pathways in general
13. Create awareness of careers that exist outside the norms of doctor, lawyer,
teacher, etc.
14. Make clear definitions for all language being used to assess, evaluate, train
teachers for instructing non-cognitive skills
15. Build relationships between all stakeholders – be inclusive in conversations for
college success
16. Hire more faculty that look like minority students – build supports at PWIs for
Students of Color – more likely to seek out help from person who looks like them
(feelings of isolation)
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Tables
Table 1
2019 National Clearinghouse Data Comparing District Alpha to the Nation
National LowIncome Schools

National High
Minority
Schools

National Urban
Schools

District Alpha

% Attending
College After
High School

55%

58%

62%

54%

% Persisting to
Second Year of
College

79%

82%

84%

77%

% Graduating
within Six Years
of High School
Completion

27%

30%

36%

30%

Table 2
Butterfly High Teacher Participant Demographics
Pseudonym

Content Area: Gender:

Race and/or
Ethnicity:

Age:

Years of
Experience in
Teaching

Ms. Johnson

English

Female

White

31

8

Ms. Turner

Social
Studies

Female

African
American

33

2

Mr. Lewis

Math

Male

Black/African
American

50

18

Ms. Moore

Science

Female

White

41

20

Ms. Davis

English

Female

White, Other

39

14
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Table 3
River State University Participants Demographics
Pseudonym

Position title:

Gender:

Race and/or
Ethnicity:

Age:

Years of
Experience in
Higher
Education:

Dr. Anderson

Acting
Director of
Student
Success
Center

Female

White

40

18

Dr. Williams

Associate
Provost,
Professor of
English

Female

White

53

27

Female

Caucasian

42

20

Ms. Robinson Academic
Advisor
Counselor
Senior
Ms. Lee

Program
Female
Director of
University
TRIO Student
Support
Services

White

34

7

Mr. Vincent

Student
Success
Coordinator

Male

White

39

11

Ms. Miller

Program
Director in
First Year
Experience

Female

White

46

17

Ms. Graham

Associate
Director of
University
Cultural
Center

Female

Black

32

10
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Mr. Martinez

Program
Coordinator
for the
Latinx/Hispa
nic Initiative
in the
University
Cultural
Center

Male

Purépecha
Mexican;
Latinx
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27

2

Table 4
Archived Document Collection
Document Name:

Document Overview:

Document A:
Identifying Cultural
Resiliency to Assess the
Brilliance of Every
Student

Exercises to self-reflect and apply personal competencies in the
classroom setting.

Document B: The Road
to Resilience

Strategies for building resilience.

Document C: Next
Generation Personal
Finance

Lesson plan on learning personal finance concepts, such as
credit scores, saving, and investing.

Document D: Summer
Bridge Programming
Agenda

Overview of events for a summer bridge program at River
State University.

Document E:
Mentorship Program
Results

Overview of results from a mentorship program at River State
University between first generation students and a financial
institution’s employees.

Document F: Test
Expectations

Instructions for how to prepare for a test in a social studies
classroom at Butterfly High.

Document G:
Metacognition Log

Exit slip that includes self-reflection and self-assessment
responses.

Document H: SelfAssessment Exit Slip

Self-assessment form that asks high school students to indicate
what 21st century skills they used for the day in class.
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Document I: Montessori
Thematic Cycle Guides

Opening documents for interdisciplinary themes, such as
advocacy and resilience.

Document J: Undecided
about a Major
Presentation

Slide show on how to think about deciding on a major in
college.

Document K: General
Studies Orientation
Course Syllabus

Course overview for first year experience course, including
self-reflection, major exploration, wellbeing action planning,
etc.

Document L: Preparing
for High School and
Beyond

Presentation on transitioning and overcoming challenges in
new settings.

Document M: College
Prep 101

Senior checklist for college in terms of paperwork, finances,
and leaving home.

Document O: The Power Slide show on different techniques for sharing one’s personal
of Storytelling
story (ex. Videos, drawings, song tracks, 6-word memoirs,
Presentation
etc.).

Table 5
Data Collection with Phase and Time
Data Collection Type

Phase 1:

Phase 2:

Total Time in
Field:

River State University
Informational Survey

June-July 2020 –
1. 5 hours

1.5 hours

River State University
Semi-structured
Interviews

June-July 2020 –
12 hours

12 hours

River State University
Document Collection

July 2020 – 4
hours

4 hours

District Alpha
Informational Survey

July-August 2020 – 1
hour

1 hour

District Alpha Semistructured Interviews

July-August 2020 –
7.5 hours

7.5 hours
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District Alpha
Document Collection
Total:

17.5 hours
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July-August 2020 –
2.5 hours

2.5 hours

11 hours

28.5 hours

Table 6
Data Analysis and Cycles of Coding
Phase 1:

Phase 2:

Phase 3:

Journaling and memo writing
during interview process to
mitigate bias and bracket
personal opinions.

Reading the transcriptions for Collapsing the open codes
open coding with pen and
into clusters of terms that
paper. Line by line coding for related.
emergent codes.

Identifying codes to look for
saturation of the data in
following interviews and
documents.

Second reading of transcripts
to affirm first round of open
coding. Typed codes into
Word document. 51 codes
found for research question
one and 50 codes found for
research question two.

Taking the clusters of terms
and developing them into
themes that connected to the
specific research questions.

Transcribing the interviews
and analyzing the documents
allowed for emergent codes
to come forth.

First and second round
readings of documents for
open codes. Added to the list
of open codes in the Word
document.

Re-confirming themes two
more times to solidify the
relationship between the
codes and make sure that I
was mitigating any personal
bias.
Sent confirmed themes to
participants for member
checking with raw data
quotes from each individual
participant that explained
how the theme was
developed. Participants were
given two weeks to provide
feedback.
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Table 7
Guba’s (1981) Trustworthiness Construction Applied to the Present Study
Methods and Analysis
Considerations

Credibility

Prolonged engagement
and persistent
observation

X – June –
August 2020

Peer review or
debriefing

X – methods
expert
check-ins
during
coding

Member checking with
participants

X – 2-week
period with
themes and
raw data
quotes for
support

Triangulation

X–
informationa
l surveys,
interviews,
and archived
documents
used.

Thick description

External audit

Transferability Dependability

Confirmability

X

X – context,
participants,
and interviews
given in great
depth to
mitigate bias
X – dissertation
committee and
both educational
institutions IRB
boards

X
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X – research
positionality
statement given

Table 8
Findings for Research Questions 1 and 2
Research Question 1:
What non-cognitive skills do secondary
teachers and postsecondary student success
practitioners believe low-income,
underrepresented minority students need for
success in college?

Research Question 2:
In what ways do secondary teachers prepare
students for the non-cognitive skills needed in
college?

Theme 1: A Growth Mindset to Think
Critically and Problem Solve in a
Challenging, New Environment

Theme 1: Applying Curriculum to the Real
World by Modeling and Reflection Exercises

Theme 2: The Intrinsic Motivation to be in
College and the Self-Discipline to Manage the
Workload

Theme 2: Creating a College Setting in the
High School Classroom with High
Expectations for All

Theme 3: Effective Communication to Ask
for Help and Build a Network of Support

Theme 3: Establishing Student Relationships
by Being a Genuine Teacher

Theme 4: Reflective Storytelling to Uplift
Lived Experiences and Internalize Resilience
in an Academic Setting.

Theme 4: Decentralizing Standardized
Testing—Centralizing Community Dialogues
on Equity and Inclusion

